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Abstract 

The myth of Ciree and Odysseus has been told, interpreted and 

retold from Homer' s time to the present. 'l'his thesis begins with a 

detailed study of Homer's balaneing of positive and negative elements 

of the myth and argues that Homer's Ciree is eonneeted with age-old 

traditions of goddess worship, particularly of Artemis of Ephesus. 

Chapters III and IV investigate the cultural eontext in which the 

purely negative Circe of the Homeric allegorists developed and how 

this allegorical Ciree affeeted works by other aneient writers, 

particularly Virgil and Ovid. Later chapters demonstrate how this 

negative allegorieal view of Ciree prevailed through the Renaissance 

and seventeenth eentury, as evidenced in mythographies, Calder6n's 

plays and by Spenser's Aerasia. The study eoncludes that allegorical 

Interpretations of the Ciree myth were founded on body-soul dualism, 

50 that not until this belief is questioned and abandoned by Joyce 

and Atwood in the twentieth eentury are more original and/or positive 

Cirees found. 



Abstrait 

Le mythe de Circé et d'Ulysse a été raconté, interprété et 

raconté de nouveau, depuis l'époque d'Homére jusqu'~ nos jours. 

Cette thêse commence avec une étude détaillée des éléments positifs 

et négatifs du mythe d'Homère. Elle démontre aussi que la Circé 

d'Homère est liée aux vieilles traditions du culte des déesses, et 

plus particulièrement ~ celui d'Artemia d'Ephése. Les troisiéme et 

quatrième chapitres s'intéressent au contexte culturel dans lequel 

les allégories purement négatives de la Circé d'Homère ont évolué et 

comment cette Circé allégorique a influencé les oeuvres littéraires 

d'autres écrivains anciens, en particulier celles de Virgile et 

d'Ovide. Les chapitres suivant démontrent comment cette fa~on 

négative et allégorique de voir Circé a prévalu 4 travers la Renais-

sance et au 17ième s~ècle et par évidence dans les mythographies, en 

les drames de Calderbn et en l'Acrasie de Spenser. Cette étude 

conclut que les interprétations allégoriques du mythe de Circé onl 

été fondées sur un dualisme corps-ame, jusqu'~ ce que Joyce et Atwood 

au vingtième siècle, remettent en question et abandonnent cette 

croyance, nous n'avons pas trouvé une Circé plus originale et/ou 

positive. 
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Where love reigns, there is no will ta power; and where the 
will to power is paramount, love is lacking. The one is but the 
shadow of the other. 

- C. G. Jung 

The Temptress 

So you thought you were alive! l swear 
l'Il make your pores open like fish mouths. 
When you hear banging pipes - that'll be your blood. 
Lignt will soothe your eyes like a silk shawl. 
Gravit y will stab your heel like a thorn. 
Your shoulder blades will cry for wings. 
And you thought you were alive! 
Listen - falling dust will deafen you 
your eyebrows will be burnip.g gashes 
and you' Il swear your memory began 
at the birth of time. 

- Nina Cassian 
translated from the Rumanian 
by Laura Schiff 
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Preface 

Stories alS0 have stories. l first became curious about the 

tale of how Ciree has fared through the ages when l reread the 

Odyssey several years ago. Why was it, l wondered, that l had not 

before noticed what is plainly there to notice: that Ciree acts as 

Odysseus' great teacher and guide, giving him the information he 

needs in order to return to Ithaca and Penelope? Why had land 

a lmost everyone else l asked remembered her only as the witch who 

makes pigs of men? l began to suspect the presence of sorne powerful 

assumptions which rr.ake our perceptions and memory selective--assump-

tions which l wished to investigate. 

As l pieced together the story of the Circe-Odysseus myth's 

reception in history, l began to see how connected it was to pre-

vailing ideas about the nature of the body and the soul and about the 

power of women. In regard to these issues, the different Cirees l 

encountered almost aIl seemed to be accurate reflections of the 

cultures in \oihich they appeared. A considerable portion of this 

study, therefore, is devoted to examining these cultural contexts, in 

particular that of the first Homeric allegorists in Greece and that 

of the Renaissance poets who found Circe so singularly compelling. 

'rhe Circe myth, l gradually realized, has functioned as a magnet for 

what writers of differ~nt eras have had to say about the relationship 

of sexuality, with aIl its possibilities for vu~nerability and power, 
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to human nature as a whole. Eras in which belief in a body-soul 

dualism has prevailed have been exceedingly uncornfortable (though not 

unfascinated) with Homer's goddess-enchantress and have tended to 

vi~w her allegorically. The relation~hip of myth to allegory thus 

became a kind of subtheme to my work. 

To the best of my knowledge, the story of how the Circe-Odysseus 

myth has been regarded and reinterpreted through the centuries has 

never been told fully before. In my investigations l came across 

bits and pieces of it--Merritt Hughes' excellent article on 

"Spenser's Acrasia and the Ciree of the Renaissance" (1943), Gabriel 

Gerrnain's intriguing speculations about Circe's connections with 

ancient folklore and religion in his Gènése de l'Odysèe (1954)--but 

no one, with the exception of Bernhard Paetz, who has written a slim 

volume of uninterpreted references entitled Kirke und Odysseus 

(1970), has followed the path of the myth fr0m the ancient world to 

modern or early modern tirnes. Paetz's book proved to be a valuable 

bibliographie tool, providi~g me with leads to the Horneric alle

gorists in antiquity who so efficiently influenced the way in which 

the enchantress would be regarded for the next two thousand years. 

For the rnost part, however, l have proceeded independently, uncov

ering sources and connections as l have go ne along. 

AlI in aIl, Circe's rneta-story has seemed fraught with rneaning 

and weIl worth telling, even though in the process of telling it l 

have inevitably been drawn into areas of Western history and liteLa

ture in which l have had no previous expertise and have therefore 

been in danger of rnaking rnisjudgments. 
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Early in my invest.igation l had to decide on a rule about whom 

to include and whom to overlook, for European culture and literature 

are filled with legends about enchantresses and femme fatales. l 

decided, somewhat arbitrarily, that any character who was either 

named Ciree or who changed men to beasts was within my desired range. 

l have departed from this guideline only in trJe case of Milton, whose 

Comus, we are told, is Circe's son and whose Paradise Lost was too 

vast and relevant to ignore. 

Deciding on an overall organization for this study posed no such 

problern, for only one order seernE:d logical and natural: a strict 

chronological one. Again, l have departed from this once, in Chapter 

Two, whieh investigates Homer's possible sources for the Circe-

Odysseus rnyth after l have retola that rnyth in Chapter One. For 

reasons of both drama and hornage, it seemed wise to let Homer have 

the first word. 

l wish to thank rnany people, without whose assistance l could 

not have completed this study: 

The Friends of McGill, whose generous fellowships enabled me to 

travel to Greece and the Aegean coast of Turkey and to visit the 

museums and temple sites there--particularly those at Sel~uk Turkey, 

where Artemi.'.! of Ephesus once was honored. 

Judy Cleary, Linda Kramer and Lois Beatty of the Johnson State 

College library staff, whose work in fulilling 'l1y Interlibrary Loan 

requests could not have been more prompt and competent. 

The staff of the Bailey/Howe library and of the ~omputer labs at 
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the University of Vermont, who allowed me to use their indispensable 

facilities. 

Professors Jean Davison, Philip Ambrose and Robin S~hlunk of the 

Classics Department of the University of Vermont, who generously 

cOl:'rected the work of an auditor in their Greek classes. l am 

particularly grateful te Professor Davison, whose critical reading of 

Chapter Two, informed by her knowledge of ancient Near Eastern 

history and religions, helped me to make it stronger. 

My thesis advisor, Professor Mary Davison of the English 

Department at McGill, whose knowledgeable guidance provoked me to 

revise aIl the chapters in ways which would strengthen both their 

accuracy and their contribution to my overall argument and whose 

support of my feminist scholarly orientation proved immeasurably 

valuable. l also wish to thank the other members of my thesis 

committee, Professors Yehudi Lindeman and Gary Wihl, for their 

careful reading of the manuscript. 

My friend Barr Swennerfelt r who kindly printed out many prelimi-

nary drafts of this study. 

And, most of all, those friends in Vermont and Montreal whose 

love and support have surrounded me while l have been engaged with 

this work: Julia Alvarez, Raymond Cerizzi, Marcia Goldberg, Aron 

Tager, Paolo and Vera vivante. 
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Chapter One. Homer's Ciree 

When Odysseus and his men beach their ship on Circe's island, 

they are in extremis--hungry and driven by need to replenish their 

stores, mourning for comrades brutally murdered by the Cyclops and 

Laistrygoneans, fearful of what will come next. In this condition, 

stripped of his usual vigor and bearing, Odysseus would hardly seem 

fit for yet another adventure, particularly for: one that will prove 

to be an archetypal encounter between the sexes. In the world of the 

Odyssey, however, the most desperate moments cire frequently the most 

duspicious. The island of Aiaia, 50 clouded at first with vague and 

imminent danger, eventually becomes a place of pleasure and refuge 

for him and his men. And Ciree herself, once she has played her 

sinister hand, acts as a true friend to Odysseus, one who helps him 

towards Ithaca, his destiny. There is an exquisite balance between 

the dangerous and beneficent in Homer's portrait of Ciree, the oldest 

to come down to uS.l 

A close reading of Book Ten and of the relevant portion of Book 

Twelve reveals the elements of this balance. From the first phrase 

the poet uses to describe Ciree, it is apparent; she is Oé211{(k{o; 

1 Very little Homeric commentary of any era recognizes the 
strength of both sides of Ciree. An exception is Gabriel Germain's 
Génése de l'Odyssée (Paris, 1954); see especially p. 249: "Elle 
commence en enchanteresse perfide et finit en bonne fée." 



hu&~~~~, a dread goddess of human voice (10.136).2 Although a 

divinity, of another order of being than that of mortals, she i3 

nevertheless accessible, for she speaks our tongue. Nor does she 

dwell on the pristine, lofty heights of Olympos; her Island is low-

1ying and presumably far to the East, "where the dwellings and 

dancing floors of early-born Dawn are, and the rising plùces of the 

Sun" (12.3-4).3 The old Greek name for Asia Minor, Anatolia, i3 

derived from &'V1'o)..;', , this word for ri3ing places; 4 this fact, 

combined with Homer's statement that she is sister to Aietes, who in 

the Argonaut legends figures as king of Colchis on the eastern shore 

of the Black Sea, 3trongly suggests that Circe's island is somewhere 

in that region.5 In Homer's time the Pontus or Black Sea was the 

edge of the known world; its shores were thought ta be populated by 

wealthy, barbarous, shamanistic Scythians and by their Amazon 

2 Although Homer once applies the phrase to Calypso {12.449), he 
otherwise reserves it for Ciree; it is her distinctive epithet. 

3 This and all other translations from the Greek, unless 
otherwise indicated, are mine. 

) "" 4 And from its related verbtl{vO(l'~~Aw, "cause to spring up." See 
W. B. Stanford's notes to his edit ion of the Greek text (New York, 
1959), l, 405. 

5 Homer knew t.he Argonaut myths, which he describes as "of 
interest to all" (12.70). In Apollonius Rhodius' Hellenistic 
version, Ciree, as aunt ta Medea, is an active part of the cast. 

The Italians, from Virgil's time to the present, have been cager 
to claim Ciree and have named a mountain and a national park after 
her. Locating the island off the west coast of Italy is unconvin
cing, however, because for the Greeks the sun does nul ri se over the 
Tyrrhenian Sea. AIso, Homer describes the island as low-lying, not 
mountainous. AIl attempts, of course, to trace literally the 
geography of the Odyssey are doomed ta un~ertainty. Long ago 
Eratosthenes warned that "the scenes will be found, when you find the 
tailer who sewed the bag of the winds, and not bafore." Quoted by 
Robert Brown, Jr., The My th of Kirke (London, 1883), p. 97. 

2 
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neighbors. With its aura of magic and gold, this region seelns 

appropriate to Ciree, daughter of Helios, the sun god. On the other 

side too her lineage is elemental; her mother is Perse, daughter of 

Oceanos (10.139). Connected by heritage with these great energies of 

sea and light, it is small wonder that Circe herself should possess 

the power to loosen the bonds of form, to transform. 

Odysseus, of course, knows nothing of her or her powers when he 

lands on Aiaia.6 AlI he sees when he climbs a rocky lookout is a 

puff of smoke ascending from the island's t~ickly-wooded center. 

Having no choice but to explore, he shakes lots with his men and 

sends the winner, his captain Eurylochos, off with a scouting 

contingent. They weep as they set forth, for they are conditioned by 

now to expect the worst of the unknown. 

What they find is an establishment which blends the stately with 

the sinister. Circe's home is made of stone polished smooth on aIl 

sides, a labor-intensive building material found nowhere el se in the 

Odyssey and appropriate to the status of a Mycenaean king or a 

divinity. 
, , 

Whf'n Odysseus later refers to this house as an l~,op(" 

o~~~, a sacred palace (10.426, 10.445), he is not flattering or 

exaggerating. Homer never questions Circe's authenticity as a 

goddess or her right to live Iike one, though he gives her character 

sorne human shades. 

6 The narne of the island might derive from the name of Circe' s 
brother Aietes; or from J2rti, an exclamation of extreme distress (in 
which case it wou Id mean "wailing"); or from ~rCl(, an alternate form 
of ro<î"" the Greek word for earth, which Homer sometimes uses. It 
might also derive from the West Semitic ayya, which means "hawk." 
They aIl seem appropriate. 

----~----
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The unusual menagerie roaming her grounds is more disconcerting 

to Eurylochos and his men. Tamed wolves and mountain lions rise up 

to fawn on them, l.ike dogs begging for tidbits. i-10nsters--I1'~~ wPrA.-

Odysseus calls them, as he tells his story at the Phaeacian court 

(10.219). The word is strong, used elsewhere only for Skylla and 

Polyphemos; it expresses the Greek horror at seeing the order of 

nature overturned. Yet Odysseus refrains from implying that these 

creatures were formerly human. That Interpretation cornes only from 

Eurylochos, when, after refusing to enter Circe's house, he reports 

back to Odysseus in terror. "She will make all of you into swine or 

wolves or lions," he says (10.432-433), and he goes on, with a 

boldness born of fear, to accuse Odysseus of rashness, of wantonly 

causing the death of his men. 

4 

Should we believe Eurylochos on this point? Certainly the 

predominant inclination of Homer's readers has been to do so. Yet an 

acquaintance with goddess-worship in the ancient world raises cause 

for doubt. One of the most common elements of this religious 

iconography, in Anatolia and Mesopotamia and later in Crete and 

Greece, was the goddess of wild things flanked by heraldic predators, 

particularly by lions.7 (Figures land 2) Her ability to calm the 

most dangerous and deadly of beasts was taken as a sign of her 

awesome power. 

The disparity in point of view between Odysseus and Eurylochos is 

one of Homer's most subtle techniques for developing complexity and 

7 This iconography will be treated more thoroughly in Chapter 
Two. 

lILL22 
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Figure 2. 

Lead relief from the 
temple of Artemis Orthia 
at Sparta, seventh 
eentury B.C. 

Figure 1. 

Cybele and lions on the 
rock-eut Phrygian tomb 
of Arslan Kaia 

Figure 3. 

Ciree, on Greek amphora 
found at Nola 

5 
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fullness in his portrait of Ciree. Conside~, for instance, her 

music. Odysseus tells the Phaeacians that th~ singing with which she 

lured the Greeks over her threshhold, as she sat weavi~q shining, 

)", \ 

ambrosial fabric on her great loom, was "of beautiful voic .. ~, Il OTt l K"'À~ 
1 

(10.221). Eurylochos calls it À 1 o~, meaning shrill or pierl'ing 

(10.254)--the word Homer applies most commonly ta the wails of the 

Trojan women. The samé word is used to describA the plçying of 

Demodokos, the harper at the Phaeaclan cour~, whase music brings 

tears to Odysseus' eyes. It connotes an emotionally piercing 

quality, suggesting that Circe is truly and poignantly of human 

voice. Listening to her from a distance, the Greeks wonder whether 

she is goddess or woman (10.228, 10.255), an ambiguity they decide to 

investigate. 

Ciree welcomes them, of course, fbeding them a brew concocted of 

grated cheese, barley meal, fresh honey and strong pramnian wine, to 

which she adds a pinch of a "vile drug" whieh has the lotus-like side 

effect of making them forget their fatherland. Then she ralses her 

( ,,-
wand, her (Jo<Baoj, and herds the newly-made swine to her st Y . Her 

transformative magic seews to resjde in the drug rather than the rod, 

whieh may weIl be an ordinary driver's stick.8 Yet because this 

moment has become archetypal, illustrating more clearly than any 

(/ 
other female dominance over the male, the pCJ.!3);Oj has come to seem 

potent, a symbol perhaps of phallic powers improperly assumed. A 

Greek amphora now in Berlin shows a seated Ciree with raised rod in 

. ( , 
8 50 W. B. Stanford argues in "That C~rce' s f7c<"s6()f Was Not a 

Magic Wand," Hermathena, LXVI (1945), 69-71. 



hand, compelling a naked sailor who turns round, abashed, to discover 

his small, curled tail. (Figure 3) 
( ,-

The ,oe<6&05 here is clearly an 

instrument of power. 

AlI this time Eurylochos has hung back, wary but ignorant of the 

extent of the catastrophe. When he later tells of the companions' 

disappearance, Odysseus determines to go after them. He is inter-

cepted by Hermes, who suddenly and magically presents himself. God 

of wayfarers and adventurers, Hermes is the only Olympian to venture 

into those scenes of the Odyssey which occur beyond the pale of human 

civilization. His intervention here seems prompted by affinity 

rather than by the express command of Zeus; he is Odysseus' great-

grandfather (though Homer makes nothing of the fact) and the two 

share a streak of cunning.9 Hermes, associated as he is with 

journeys, windfalls and male sexuality, is the perfect divinity to 

prepare Odysseus for his role in the drama awaiting him. He gives 

the hero an herb, a counter-charm, called "moly" in the language of 

the gods. It has a white, milky flower and a black root, difficult 

to pull up. For over two millennia etymologists have been searching 

for this plant, which has linguistic affinities with an old Greek 

word for wild garlic. Since this garlic has yellow flowers it does 

not seem ideal, and we can only concludc that the language of the 

gods has not yet been adequately understood.l0 

9 Hermes is father to the master-thief Autolykos, Odyqseus' 
maternal grandfather and giver of his name; see Robert Graves, The 
Greek Myths (Harmondsworth, 1960), l, 65. 

10 Germain treats the subject of moly thoroughly in Génése de 
l'Odyssèe, pp. 216-220. Other plants that have been suggested as the 
magical herb are purslane, white grape, marjoram, buckthorn, wild 

7 
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Just as the moly will overcome the evil drug, the ;~~~~~ov ~~~O~ 

so, Hermes tells Odysseus, his own prowess with sword will overcome 

Circe's wando She will then eornrnand him to share her bed. He must 

not spurn her, Hermes is careful to emphasize, though first he must 

make her swear a great oath to work no further harm. 

The meeting between Ciree and Odysseus is charged with reeogni-

tion. She also has been prepared for the eneounter by Hermes. Thus, 

when Odysseus appears she knows him by his power over her and calls 

him by name. When he holds his bronze sword above her, feigning 

intent to kill, she slides down and takes his knees in the primal 

gesture of surrender. This is the postur~ which Pciam adopts when he 

cornes to ask Achilles for Hector's body, and which Phemios, the 

harper at Ithaca, is later to assume as he begs Odysseus for his 

life. lt is not her life, however, that Ciree asks fori even with 

Hermes' help, Odysseus would not be capable of killing an irnrnortal. 

The challenge, the play of power here, has far more to do with 

delight than fear. When Ciree speaks she assumes an intimacy, 

gracefully measuring her words: 

(Let us mount our bed, 50 that we may mingle 
in lovemaking and trust each other in friendship.) 

(10.334-335) 

Odysseus accepts this invitation to pleasure and good faith, though 

first he has her swear the oath. ~éll~~À~5 Home~ calls her bed, a 

word meaning literally "beautiful aIl around" and often applied to 

celery and mandrake. 
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the loveliest gifts of nature, sueh as harbors and rivers and olive 

trees .11 

From this point on in Homer's version of the myth, Ciree uses 

her formidable powers benefieently. Trust rather than perfidy 

follows from their lovemaking, Ciree never behaves like the Hebrew 

enehantresses Judith and Delilah, who betray men when they are at 

their most vulnerable, in the sleep following love. If she has this 

eapability, Homer ehooses not to show it direetly. The view of 

sexuality in the Odyssey is sunlit and undistorted eompared to that 

in these Biblieal myths. 

After this interlude Odysseus remembers his purpose. True 

captain that he is, he refuses to partake of the sumptuous food set 

out by Ciree' s housekeeper, or ta drink the wine her handmaids have 

ladled from a silver krater into golden eups, until his men are 

restored to their proper forms. Ciree obliges, smearing an antidotal 

ointment on their skins which makes the bristles fall away. The men 

at once become younger than they were before, taller and more 

handsome (10.395-396). What eould be more creaturely than the sound 

that is wrung from within them as they are released to human shape? 

" (') ( / ( "c ' 
'frt1..U"z1/" l;.t.€f 0tS15 )l17'~OI.l 'd0fj', Homer writes: "a passionate ery emerged 

from aIl," making the very walls resound.12 As the men are restored 

11 Robert Fitzgerald's translation as "flawless" seems apt, even 
thaugh it does not suggest the visual quality whieh the Greek word 
connotes. No one else in the Odyssey has a bed which is "flawless," 
f1'ép l "o(~A"-s • 

12 Fitzgerald's translation of this phrase in line 398--"wild 
regret and longing piereed them through"--though inspired English, 
seems to imply that Odysseus's men did not wholly desire this second 
transformation. This implication is nawhere to be found i~ Homer. l 

9 
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ta themselves and greet Odysseus, Ciree too 8eems ta take on human-

ity. The passage ends with a line whieh elegantly and suceinetly 

suggests the power of emotion to bind together the mcst disparate of 

lives in the intensity of a moment. "And the goddess herself took 

(10.399) . 

Then the easeful days of the Greeks upon Circe's isle begin. 

During the winter season when navigation ls dangerous, they restore 

themselves in Circe's halls amidst an abundanee of rieh meats, 

honeyed wines and sensuous pleasures. Gentled perhaps by love, Citee 

is no longer referred to in Book Ten as "dread goddess of human 

voiee," but rather as ~C1I ~O:WV, "divine among goddesses" (10.400, 

455,503), an epithet also used for Calypso and Athena and, in the 

parallel form of .s>'o! ~uv"o,,~ v, for Penelope. Discourse between the 

goddess and her lover now takes on a heightened courtesy and gravit y, 

she addressing him as "hero" or "god-born son of Laertes, Odysseus of 

many wiles" and he replying -rt-ôrv)o(" "Lady." In sorne lost versions of 

the myth, Odysseus is so satisfied that he stays with Ciree for 

years, fathering one or several children by her, ineluding a son 

Telegonos who later kills him by mistake in his old age.13 Homer 

( /' 

agree with Paolo Vivante' s reading of IJfr"<! 'liv 
within," for its fits the context perfeetly. 
Words," Classieal Quarterly, XXV (1975), 7. 

as "emerged from 
See "On Homer' s Winged 

13 Hesicd, in lines 1111-1114 of the Theogony, mentions three 
sons born to Odysseus and Ciree. E. A. Butterworth, in Sorne Traces 
of the Pre-Olympian World (New York, 1966), p. 57, states that 
several late Greek writers refer to a poem ealled the Telego~, whieh 
tells the story of the murder and its aftermath. Apparently, 
Telegonos, when he saw what he had done, brought Penelope and 
Telemaehos and the body of Odysseus to his mother Cir.ee, who made 
themall irrunortal. In another version, Telegonos marries Penelope; 
Telemaehos, Ciree. 

--- - ------_. 
j 
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( does not mention any children born of their union, but he does 

suggest unmistakably that Odysseus forgets about Ithaca while on 

Aiaia. When "the long days had corne to completion"--that i3, when 

the best sailing weather of the year had corne round with the summer 

solstice--Odysseus' men tap him on the shoulàer to remind him of 

their destination. The language here, highly unusual for subor-

dinates addressing a leader, gives the measure of their exasperation. 

LL:t ),tAOVI ~, they calI him--an untranslatable term used of a person 

doing something so abnormal or incomprehensible as to imply astate 

of possession. The word mixes bewilderment with a tinge of insulti 

it is the one Odysseus is later to choose for Penelope, when, after 

he has killed aIl the suitors and been bathed and graced by Athena, 

she still withholds her recognition. Ordered by his men to remember 

Ithaca, his earth and fatherland, Odysseus cornes back to himself at 

once and begs Circe to send him hameward. On their "flawless" bed he 

grasps her knees. The gesture of surrender thus becomes balanced, 

mutual. 

She grants his request unhesitatingly, saying that she does not 

wish him ta remain in her house against his will. In her letting go 

she is very fine. Whether it i5 merely beneath her dignity to 

content herself with a half-willing lover, or whether she actively 

ca~es for Odysseus enough to wish him to accomplish his destiny apart 

from herself, must remain unknown, for who can scan the will of a 

goddess? She gives him his freedom and her help without complaint or 

reserve. Unlike Calypso, she has not a trace of possessiveness. 

Once the spell of pleasure between Odysseus and Circe has ended, 
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once he is back in plot and time, she again takes on sorne of her 

dread aspect. Her affinities with the Underworld are revealed when 

she tells Odysseus that it is necessary for him ta go thalo in orcler 

to seek out the counsel of Tiresias. He reacts as would any mortal--

with fear and despair--for he interprets her instructions as a death 

warrant. He knows, no doubt, that no hum~n being save Heracles has 

come back from the house of Hades alive. Yet har directions reassure 

him, for in telling him what animals to sacrifice both at the mouth 

of the Erebos and baGk home in Ithaca, she seems to àssume thèt he 

will live to return. It is left to him to break the news of this 

terrible journey to his men, who shed "mighty tears" (&oIÀ~f'dll ';;'KpV 

and tear at their hair with grief. 

Book Ten ends with Ciree reassuming the remoteness and suf-

ficiency unto herself which are her prerogatives as a goddess. 

Veiled, wrapped in a finely woven, silvery cloak, she pdsse3 by 

Odysseus and his men unseen. When they get to the shore they 

discover her gifts, a black ewe and ram whose blood they will use to 

summon the dead. 

Where i5 the palace of Hades? As Homer tells it, the entrance 

to the Underworld lies on the other side of Oceanos, the circular 

river which bounds the world, close by the lands of a mysterioU5 

people called the Kimmerians.14 With the help of a vigorous breeze 

14 The word which Homer uses, f<JI-'-~jJ;u.)V, has been disputed for 
centuries. Some editors have read it as XI!5:11-'-C:::"o/WV, meaning !Jand "of 
Wlnter," and justified their c1"1oice by pointing to Homer' s mention of 
the long days of darkne~s in this country. The word has also been 
associated with an historieal people named the Cirnrnerlans, whorn 
Herodotos (~.11) locates in the Crimea beside the sea of Azov and who 
lnvaded Ionia in the mid-seventh century B.C., sacking the primitive 
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sent by Ciree, the Greeks arrive after one day and night of sailing. 

After Odysseus fulfills her detailed instructions--digging a pit; 

pou ring libations of milk, honey, wine and clear wateri scattering 

barleYi and last, letting the dark blood of the animaIs stream into 

the ho!lowed ground--the shades swarm up. The first to appear is 

that of Elpenor, one of their own number, who died when he rolled off 

Circe's roof in a drunken sleep their last night on the island. He 

begs Odysseus to return to Aiaia, so that he may receive cremation 

and proper rites. Circe's reappearance in the narrative is thus 

assured. When Tiresias appears, his adviee to Odysseus, though 

necessary, is more moral than practical. Its essence is simple: 

restrain yourselves, do not eat the Oxen of the Sun. Although he 

reassures Odysseus that he, at least, will return te Ithaca, Tiresias 

does not give him specifie sailing directions or a tally of the 

dangers he must pass on the way. 

That kind of useful nautical advice cornes from Ciree, whose 

powers of prophecy prove exceedingly accurate. After Odysseus and 

his men have returned to her island, built Elpenor's pyre and allowed 

it to burn to embers, she cornes down ta the shore te weleome them. 

She ho Ids out her usual generous quantities of meat and wine, 

speaking with a teasing, perhaps affectionate tone. ~K~!'À l Ol, she 

calls them, "unflinching ones" ... J:llr'(Jd.V.{<:5 , "twice-ctiers" 

temple of Artemis at Ephesus. These people may or may not be the 
same as those who appear earlier in Hittite and Assyrian inscriptions 
as the Gimirri. l am inclined ta identify the Kimmerioi as the 
Cimmerians, because of their proximity to the Black Sea region, where 
many scholars place Ciree. For a review of the dispute, see W. B. 
Stanfo~d's note on p. 382 of the first volume of his edit ion of the 
Greek text (New York, 1959). 
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(12.21-22). The stalwart ones, well sated, fall as1eep at nightfa1l 

and at that time Ciree draws Odysseus aside with a human and intimate 

gesture. Lying beside him, she questions him about "eaeh thing," 

about all the terrors and wonders he has seen, behaving in her 

curiosity exactly as Penelope will later during their first night of 

reunion in the olive bed. After she has heard him out she recites 

the dangers still to come--the Sirens, Skylla and Charybdis, the Oxen 

of the Sun--and tells him how ta avoid each. Her message is very 

much about the boundaries of heroism. When Odysseus wdnts to know 

how to fight off Skylla, she aga in teasingly addres~es him as trk~r->.lG 

and asks if he must always engage in battle. All his bronze-sworded 

valor, she says, will be powerless against this immortal rnonster. 

The best course for him and his men will be to bend to the oars, 

flee. The cxchange is minor, oceupying only a few 1ines, but it 

beautifully illustrates the perspective, constant in Homer, against 

whieh the glory of heroism is seen. Her divine--or is it female?-

knowledge makes military prowess appear as a limited thing. 

At dawn the Greeks take to their ship and Circe heads upland, 

away from the shore. There are no goodbyes. Whatever kindnes8 and 

intimaey ha8 developed between her and Odysseus r~cedes with her into 

the unknown. 

This, then, is Homer' s version of the story. To say with 

certainty what il: all means would be to violate the poet' s mode of 

imagining, whieh is at every turn clear and immediat8, presenting and 

accepting the wondrously varied sensuousness of life, elevating human 



15 

experience through the repetitions of ritual rather than by the 

transcendence of abstraction. In Homer there is virtually no 

abstraction, for the requisite vocabulary had not yet developed. Our 

bias ta regard meaning as truth distilled from, somehow purified of, 

experience is irrelevant and distorting to a reading of the Odyssey, 

where the moment and its significance are one. Whatever meanings we 

find, if they are to be true to the spirit of the poem, must evolve 

naturally from the aecretion of narrative detail. l believe the 

following do. 

First, Ciree, whenever she appears, is a figure of power. Homer 

shows both sides of this power, which is negative until challenged, 

after whieh it beeomes benefieent. What he does not show--but what 

generations of later readers have seen in her, perhaps beeause the 

connection was already established in their minds--is a female figure 

whose seJ'uality is inextricably conneeted with her will to dominate. 

The two drives seem, on the contrary, to wod inversely within Ciree. 

The only men she is shol-'n transform~ng are those she does not wish to 

take to her bed. When her drug fails on OdYE.seus, she reeognizes him 

and begins to des ire him. What transpires between them is triumph-

antly sexual, being based upon mutual trust and surrender. 

Second, out of this trust cames direction, freely given and 

received, whieh is essential to the plot of the Odyssey. Without 

knowing that he must be tied to the mast if he wishes to safely hear 

the Sirens' song, that he must not pause to fight with Skylla, that 

he must under no conditions touch the Oxen of the Sun, Odysseus would 

die before reaching Ithaea. Ciree makes possible his return to 

-
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Penelope. These two fernale figures, the mysterious and the familiar, 

are the poles of his experienee. It i5 his great good fortune that 

they are attuned. 

Third, Ciree, though she becomes imbued with human sympathies 

during her time with Odysseus, is and remains a godde.'3s. Both of her 

r'" ,.., ('" <,," "" .; repeated epithets, o~2v'1 ~<!:"5 d"IJO'1~C'C"l:I\and 01ot, O'6>',wl/, emphasize her 

divinity. The word S~X~~:p, meaning magician or eharme~: was 

probably current in Homer's time--the related verb ~~A~w is used 

several times in Book Ten--but he never applies it to Ciree, for whom 

" &~ is title enough. Many of Circe's qualities--her power to 

transmute, her foreknowledge, her eonnection with the Underworld--are 

comprehensible only as attributes of a divine personality. Again, 

our preconceptions get in the way. We are millennia removed from the 

worship of goddesses, whom we find difficult even to imagine; we are 

much closer to the era whe~ powerful women were stigmatized as 

witches, figures whom we have no trouble at all bringing to mind. 

Homer's perception of the feminine was not as limited as ours. 

In Asia Minor, where his Ionie civilization was located on the Aegean 

coast, a rich tradition of female divinities extended baek for 

centuries. Circe's connections with this tradition will be examined 

in Chapter Two. 
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Chapter Two. Where oid She Come From? 

Long ago, when human existence was precarious and fertility 

therefore paramount, a great Mother Goddess was venerated almost 

everywhere.1 Bulbous figurines of carved stone attest to her 

presence in Europe during paleolithic times, more than fifteen 

thousand years ago. When we reflect that this divinity was wor-

shipped for a period at least three times as long as recorded 

history, it does not seem foolish to look for traces of her cult in 

Homerie times and within the Odyssey itself. Compared to her, Zeus 

was an upstarti he seems to have originat8d as a storm god brought 

into the Greek peninsula around the beginning of the second millen-

nium B.e. by invading Indo-European tribes.2 

Who was she? Originally her attributes were all-encompassing. 

She was both nurturer and destroyer, controlling the mysteries of 

birth and death which were impenetrable to human intelligence. Her 

sexuality was thought to be connecled with the fertility of ani~als 

1 For discussion of the universality of thi3 cult see Robert 
Briffault, The Mothers (New York, 1927); E. O. James, The Cult of the 
Mother Goddess (London, 1959)i Erieh Neumann, The Great Mother (New 
York, 1955); and Merlin Stone, When God Was a Woman (New York, 1976). 
"Just as every adult was once inside the mother, every society was 
once inside the Great Mothern i Robert Bly, nI Came Out of the Mother 
Nakedn in Sleepers Joining Hands (New York, 1973), p. 29. 

2 Martin P. Nilsson, in The Minoan-Mycenaean Religion (Lund, 
1950), p. 633, mentions two antithetical strains in Greek religion, 
the Olympian and the chlhonic. He thinks that "the antitheses are of 
a racial character. n 
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and plants, her ebb and flow reflected in the rhythms of all living 

things. In later periods her different qualities were split off and 

incarnated in separate goddesses. By the classical era, for in-

stance, Demeter had come to represent an abundant but rather asexual 

fertility, while Aphrodite embodied a robust sexuality divarced from 

childbirth and harvest. In spite of this splitting and the resulting 

proliferation of weaker goddesses, the consciousness persisted well 

into Roman times that the femJ ,line divine was, in essence, one. In 

Apuleius' Golden Ass, when Isis appears in answer to Lucius' prayer, 

she announces herself as follows: 

l am Nature, the universal Mother, mistress of all the 
elements, primordial child of time, sovereign of all 
things spiritual, queen of the dead, queen also of the 
immortals, the 5ingle manifestation of aIl gods and 
goddesses that are . . . Though l am worshipped in many 
aspects, known by countless names, and propitiated with 
all manner of different rites, yet the whole round earth 
venerates me. The primeval Phrygians call me Ptssinuntica, 
Mother of the gods; the Athenians, sprung from thcir own 
sail, call me Cecroprian Artemis, for the islanders of 
Cyprus l am Paphian Aphrodite; for the archers of Crete 
l am Dictynna; for the trilingual Sicilians, Stygian 
Proserpine; and for the Eleusinians their ancient Mother 
of the Corn. 

Some know me as Juno, sorne as Bellona of the Battles; 
others as Hecate, others again as Rhamnubia, but bath 
races of Aethiopians, whose lands the morning sun first 
shines upon, and the Egyptians who exeel in ancient 
learning and worship me with ceremonies proper ta my 
godhead, call me by my true name, namely, Queen Isis.1 

Certainly most students of ancient godde8s-worship, frustrated by 

trying to keep provenance and pedigrees straiqht, would agree with 

Isis. A unit y of identity does persisl beneath a multiplicity of 

names. 

3 Apuleius, The Golden Ass, trans. Robert Graves (Harmondsworth, 
1950, p. 228. 
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In Anatolia, for instance, the native Hattian and Hurrian female 

divinities appear to be younger types of a goddess who figured in the 

wall paintings and stone sculpture of the recently excavated neo-

lithic settlements at Hacilar and Çatal HUyük, dating back to 6500 

B.C.4 The Hittites, though patriarchal Indo-Europeans, proved 

unusually open to these indigenous goddesses when they arrived in 

Asia Minor from the Caucasus around 2000 B.C., and placed one of 

them, the Sun Goddess of Arinna, at the head of their pantheon. They 

also absorbed religious influences from Sumer and Babylon.5 One of 

their goddesses of eastern origin, Kubaba, was later adopted by the 

Phrygians and Lydians and metamorphosed into Cybele of the Hellen-

istic Graeco-Roman world. Another related Lydian goddess was 

identified by the early Greek settlers at Ephesus with their own 

Artemia, and her worship at the temple there was very much a cross-

cultural affair.6 

What, if any, are Circe's connections with this extraordinarily 

fluid and vital religious tradition? To answer this question, we can 

only work with what Homer has given: her namei her association with 

both predatory animaIs and pigsi her derivation from the Sun and 

4 Ekrem AkurgaI, The Art of the Hittites (London, 1962) p. 78. 

5 O. R. Gurney, The Hittites (London, 1952), pp. 125, 135-136. 
Gurney states that Sumerian mythology and language were studied in 
special schoois at the Hittite capital of Hattusas, though Sumerian 
was no longer a spoken language. 

6 Herodotos I.142 says that Ephesus was a Lydian city. T. B. L. 
Webster, in From Mycenae to Homer (London, 1958), p. 150, states that 
the Ephesian Artemia seems to have been the Hittite mother of the 
gods. He aiso refers to Pausanias' assertion that the shrine at 
Ephesua existed before the Greek migration, and that its priests came 
to terms with the invaders. 
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knowledge of the Underworld; and last, her liaison wlth a mortal man. 

Let us begin with her name. Ciree (Klfll<'l) is the feminine form 

of J.t.~I('o5, meaning falcon or hawk. 
/' 

kIl' i'(Of a Iso has a secondary 

meaning--eirele--perhaps originally suggested by the wheeling flight 

of hawks. Though the Neo-Platonic allegorists based their inter-

pretation of Circe's signifieance upon this secondary meaning of her 

name, there i5 no compelling reason to follow their lead. Homer 

norrnally uses the more cornmon word for circle, k.VKXoS; the one time 

l' • 
klfKCS appears ~n the epics with the meaning of eircle it is in its 

alternate form, k,pîKOS. Besides, the more the association of hawks 

with Ciree' s eharacter is investigated, the more eonvineing it 

becornes. The ornithological aspect of her narne has a familial 

significance, 
1 ." 

sinee her brother Aietes' name deri ves from oc.) éfuS, 

meaning eagle. The narne of her island, Aiaia, may be based upon a 

West Semitie word for hawk, ayya, though we have no means of knowing 

for sure.7 But there are better, more encompassing redsons for 

seeing the hawk in Ciree. 

Birds were for eenLuries regarded as figures of the divine, 

probably beeause their flight seemed miraculous to primitive human-

ity, a glimpse of a freedom apart from earth, gravit y, mortality. In 

the Iliad and the Odyssey vestiges of this belief are apparent in the 

way diviners read bird flight for information about the future, and 

in the frequeney with which Athena takes on bird disguises. At the 

7 A suggestion originating with victor Bérard and developed 
further by Michael Astour in Hellenosemitica (Leiden, 1965), p. 284. 
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slaughter of the suitors, for instance, she flies through the hall as 

a swallow and disappears under the eaves (22.239). In Homer the gods 

rarely change themselves into any other animaIs than birds.8 In 

Mycenaean and Hinoan art dating from a few centuries before Homer' s 

time the association between birds and goadesses is even stronger. 

In a sixteenth-century shaft grave at Mycenae the gold-Ieaf figure of 

a nude woman with a bird on her head was foundi the artist portrayed 

the goddess anthropomorphically, but seems to have believed that at 

the same time she appeared as ~ bird.9 The bell-shaped figure which 

Sir Arthur Evans called the Dove Goddess, from the Shrine of the 

Double Axes in the palace at Knossos, aiso is crowned with a bird. 

(Figure 4) Nilsson argues convincingly that these birds represent 

the epiphany of the deity.lO But clearly the Minoans and Mycenaeans 

also needed to see her in human form. 

Later, in the archaic and classical periods, the ornithologicai 

elements became more integrated with the anthropomorphic ones, no 

longer seeming so strange to the eye. Winged Artemises, winged Nikes 

are the result. (Figure 2) To glimpse the Bird Goddess in what was 

probably her original form we need to go back to the Neolithic. The 

Proto-Seskio culture in Thessaly has yielded a stone sculpture of a 

large-breasted, long-necked, beak-faced figure who is elegant, ugly 

and remote: a divinity one can imagine propitiating, but not 

8 Niisson, Hinoan-Mycenaean Religion, p. 491. 

9 Webster, From Mycenae to Homer, p. 42. 

10 Niisson, Minoan-Mycenaean Religion, p. 330. 
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Figure 4. 

Dove Goddess fram the 
Shrine of the Double Axes, 

Kno3sns 
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Figure 6. 

Cult statue of the 
Epheslan Artemis, 
Hellenistic period 

Figure 5. 

Bust of a bird-headed 
goddess, Thessaly, 
c. 6000 B.C. 
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invoking. (Figure 5). Compared to her, Circe seems familiar. 

Flesh-eating birds such as hawks and vultures have a separate 

tradition of iconography in Egypt and Asia Minor. Horus, son of Isis 

and Osiris, WàS represented by a hawk and associated with the sun. 

He was believed to be immanent in the Pharoah and was symbolized by 

the winged disk, the Egyptian ideogram for royal power.11 Though 

Hittite and Assyrian kings later ddopted this winged disk as their 

royal seal, the association bet =en king and hawk god never took root 

in Anatolia--probably because there was already an indigenous hawk or 

vulture goddess. Her history, l believe, stretches from Çatal HUyUk 

to Hellenistic times, and Ciree may well be one of her la ter incarna-

tions. The Roman writer Aelian was quite familiar with the associa-

tion between goddesses and birds of prey; he remarks that the buzzard 

is sacred to Artemis and the mermnus (a type of hawk) to the Mother 

of the Gods.12 Cybele or Kybebe, often called the Mothe~ of the 

Gods, and the Ephesian Artemis were sister goddesses, sharing the 

company of beasts of the wild. One statue of Cybele unearthed from 

the ruins of a shrine at pergamum, has a multiplicity of breasts, 

like those of the Ephesian Artemis in Figure 6.13 This sign of their 

kinship, however, i5 a Hellenistic innovation; in their older forms 

the goddesses are less encumbered. 

11 Henri Frankfort, The Art and Architecture of the Ancient 
Orient (Baltimore, 1955), p. 117. 

12 Aelian, On the Characteristic5 of AnimaIs, 12.4. 

13 Maarten J. Vermaseren, Cybele and Attis (London, 1977), 
p. 27. 

1 
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It 113 at the Artemision at Ephel3ul3, where Greek and oriental 

cultures merged, that we come closest to connecting Ciree with the 

hawk goddess tradition. When its site at the mouth of the Cayster 

river was excavated by the British in 1906 and 1907, numerous small 

figurines of birds with hooked beaks were discovered, many of them in 

the foundation deposit of the lowest stratum. The leader of the 

expedition, D. G. Hogarth, conc1uded that the birds were "in most 

cases certainJy, and in all cases probably Hawks" and that they \lere 

placed in the depoRit intentionally "as offerings dedicated to the 

goddess, whose imdge would stand above them. "14 Also found at this 

depth was an Ivory statuette of a kore or young priestess carrying a 

hawk atop a long pole on her head. She seems to be bearing the 

divine standard as part of a ritual procession. (Figures 7, 8) 

Hogarth dated the foundation deposit to 700 B. C., making it con-

temporary or near contemporary with Homer .15 Since legend places him 

in Chios or Samos or Smyrna--all places within fairly easy traveling 

range of Ephesus--it seems entirely credible that he would at least 

have heard of these votive offerings at Ephesus and been familiar 

with the tradition. He may also have knoWh.of the legend, familiar to 

P indar, Pausanias, Solinus and other ancient writers, that Arnazonian 

women were the original builders of the Ephesian :'Ihrine and that they 

14 D. G. Hogarth, Excavations at Ephesus (London 1908), 
pp. 95, 237. 

15 More recently, the foundation deposit has been dated to the 
mid- or ear1y seventh century because of the presence of coins found 
within it. This later date, of course, does not disprove the age-old 
association of hawks with the Ephesian Artemis. See Paul Jacobsthal, 
"The Date of the Ephesian Foundation-Deposit"in Journal of Hellenic 
Studies, LXXI (1951), 85-95. 
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Figure 7. 
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Gold and electrum hawks found in the Archaic Artemision, 
Ephesus 



Figure 8. Ivory priestess statuette from the Archaic Artemisio~, 
Ephesus 
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were living in the park surrounding it when the Ionian Greeks ar-

rived.~6 Here, perhaps, is the seed of Book Ten: a group of 

ir>.:1ependent women in a green and pleasant place, spending their days 

absorbed in ritual, accosted by a company of adventurous strangers. 

To trace the hawk symbolism back into Hittite and prehiatoric 

cultures in l~atolia is te move far1.her away from Homer but it may 

clarify why flesh-eating birds should be associated with a female 

divinity. Swift and fierce, the hawk was the hunting bird of Ishtar, 

of the Hattians, and of the Mermnadian dynasty of Lydian kings.17 

Gyges, who founded this dynasty by murdering his predecessor, held 

that his family had sorne special relationship with the Great God-

dess .18 She was ~~orshipped in the Lydian capital of Sardis under the 

name Kybebe, and had been known to the Neo-l~ittites as Kubaba and 

symbolized oy them in hawk or buzzard hieroglyphs. (Figure 9) As a 

carrion-eater, che buzzard was long ago thought to embody the death 

aspect of the original Mother Goddess, who took back into herself 

what she gave forth. The neolithic people of Çatal HUyUk built 

shrines te this morbid aspect of the numinous at the lowest levels of 

their settlement, covering the wall with paintings of stylized, 

16 Hogarth, p. 1. 
The Amazons loom large in the post-Homeric Greek imagination, 

particularly in classical sculpture, where they arc inevitably warred 
against and defeated. What a crarged, symbolic encounter: male 
against female; patriarchy vs. matrilineal society; reason, perhaps, 
against nature. Homer is not as tendentious. 

17 Charles Picard, Ephèse et Clarot: (Paris, 1922), p. 496. 

18 R. D. Barnett, "Early Greek and Oriental Ivories" in Journal 
of Hellenlc studies, LXXVIII (1948), 22. 
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Neo-Hittite hieroglyphics 
representing the n~me of 
the goddess Kubaba, c. 950 B.e. 

Vulture Shrine at ~atal Hüyük 

Fla '"20 ~ EMly phase or decorauon or the Il Vuhure Shnne ", VlI, 8 
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broad-winged vultures about to devour much smaller human figures .19 

(Figure 10) These frescoes pictured part of their death rites, for 

they exposed corpses to be cleaned before burying the bones beneath 

the floors of their houses. In a shrine at a higher level a pair of 

heavy plaster breasts protruding from a wall had birds' beaks in 

place of nipplesi they were found to be modelled over griffon vulture 

skulls.20 What could express more directly or intensely the two 

sides of the Goddess? Eight thousand years after its creation, this 

symbolism still arrests with its terrible power. 

Though nothing in Homer connects Ciree with scavengers, 

Apollonius Rhodius, several centuries later, tells of a strange 

cemetery in the "plain of Ciree" which the Argonauts pass by on their 

way to Aietes' palace. Here male corpses are hung from willows 'and 

osiers, presumably to be picked clean: a grisly footnote to the 

iconography behind her name.21 

The rearing, fawning wolves and mountain lions which seem sa 

monstrous to Odysseus and his men when they enter the grove around 

Circe's house might have been quite natural to them in another 

context--on a seal ring, for instance, or as part of the accoutrement 

of a shrine. Tamed predatory animaIs, sometimes in heraldic stance, 

were a familiar part of religious symbolism long before Homeric or 

19 James Mellaart, "Excavations at Çatal HUyUk, 1963" in 
Anatolian Studies, XIV (1964) 65, 75. 

20 MelJ.aart, "Excavations at ç:atal HUyUk, 1962," AS, XIII 
(1963), 70. 

21 Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica, iii.310ff. 
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Mycenaean times. The mounds at Hacilar and ç:atal Hüyük have yielded 

several stone and clay sculptures of the Goddess with her leopard or 

'" " catamount pets. Already she is Mistress of AnimaIs, 17"ol'V~O\ <9t1"oWII. 

The oldest of these, from one of the upper levels of ç:atal 

Hüyük, shows an extremely corpulent and impassive woman seated on a 

throne flanked by felines, upon whose backs her arms rest. In clay 

sculptures from Hacilar, radio-carbon dated to the century between 

5500 and 5400 B.e., her attitude is more playful. In one, she 

fondles a leopard cub as she sits on the back of its parent; in 

another, seated this time on two of them, she allows their tails to 

curl over her back and shoulders as she plumps her breasts. (Figure 

Il) According to James Mellaart, who led this archaeological 

expedition, the leopard was the most feared and dangerous animal on 

the then-forested south-central Anatolian plain; it was these 

peoples' chief rival in the hunt for wild cattie and deer.22 By 

subjugating it to their fertility goddess--for the abundant propor-

tions of her body make that att~ibute unmistakable--they seem to have 

been affirming her power over death. Yet the Ieopards aiso probably 

represent the dangerous and arbitrary side of the Goddess' own 

nature, which she could unsheathe at will. "In iconography the 

animal which belongs to a god is an attrlbute of his, and in the last 

analysis it is a forro of the god himseIf--companion animal and god 

are identicai. "23 

22 Mellaart, "Excavations at ç:atai Hüyük, 1961," AS, XII (1962), 
64-65. 

23 Wolfgang Lederer, The FE!ar of Women (New York, 1968) 
p. 167. 

-------------------------------_____________ J 
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FIG. 2:1. The" Mistress oC Animals .. shawn ho!dutl1; a leopard eub and ~ated on Il leopard. 
Unbaked. House Qs. Helght 13 cm. 

FIG. 23. The" ~!lStrcss of Animals .. ~hQ\.;n \":lted on \'.\'0 leopards, HfJuse Q5. 
HClght as prc$erved <j 4 cm. 

Figure Il. Clay figurines from Hacilar 
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I believe it is significant that in ~atal HUyUk the artifacts of 

the Mistress of AnimaIs were found at higher, more recent levels than 

those at which the shdnes to the Vuiture Goddess were unearthed; she 

is a les8 direct and more refined representation of the affinity 

between fertility and death. Once the "f'toNlc71 <9"I'~iI became es-

tablished in the religious imagination, there seems no longer to have 

been a need for the Vulture Goddess, who could then subside into that 

les a threatening, less loathsome creature, the hawk. In succeeding 

cultures and centuries, as the Mistress of AnimaIs became slimmer and 

more attractive ta the modern eye, her deadly aspect became elegant. 

She tock on the grace of her fel~ne companions. 

Before leaving behind the abundant and potent goddesses of 

Hacilar alld Çatal HUyUk, it would be weIl to contemplate briefly the 

culture which created them. The archaeological evidence, the lack of 

fort~fication, suggests that these people lived for a period of at 

least 1500 years without orga'l~7ed warfare, thus freeing their 

energie5 for life-sustainir.:- ->ni creative expression. pottery was 

probably invented at numer ),.3 other places as weIl, out it was 

certainly invented here; the lowest levels are ace:amic, the highest 

contain shards of thin-walled pots of pleasing design resembling 

tho~e of the Acoma pueblo. These people also wove, domesticated 

animaIs, and farmed a varie:ty of crops including bread wheat. Their 

agriculture and their religious cuIts were very likely taken ta CreLe 

by prehistoric emigrants. 24 The sacral horns of Cret an palace 

24 Colin Renfrew, The Emergence of Civilization: The Cyclades 
and the Aegean in the Third Millennium B .C. (New York" 1972), 
pp. 271, 273. Mellaart, AS, XIII (1963), 78. 

• 
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shrines are to be found at almost all leveis in Çatal HUyUk. In the 

eariier leveis they are genuine aurochs' horns, replaced in upper 

leveis by plaster (as in Crete), presumably when the animal became 

more rare. Nothing, however, in Minoan-Mycenaean civilization 

conveys the same intensity of religious feeling as the shrines of 

neolithic Çatal HUyUk.25 

Because the Mistress of Animals motif is so widespread in 

ancient cultures of the eastern Mediterranean, it seems likely that 

it originated in other places besides south-central Anatolia. Sorne 

iconography of Semitic influence combines tamed animaIs with other 

aspects found later in Circe's character. The Egyptian goddess 

Qedes, who originated in Canaan, was pictured standing nude on the 

back of a lion; she was known as the "eye of the sun" and as the 

daughter of Ra, the Sun God.26 Her name bears a close resemblance to 

the Hebrew word for sacred prost i':ute, qedêcha. 27 A nude winged 

goddess on the terracotta Bu>':'€,J Plaque, dating from about 2000 B.C. 

in Babylonia, is standing o~ :P8 haunches of two reclining lions. 

(Figure 12) Though she h3~ talons for feet, she has nothing el se in 

common with the grotesque, foreshortened Harpies of much later 

Hellenistic sculpture. Seductive and direct, everything about this 

25 Renfrew, Emergence of Civilization, p. 419. 

26 Germain, Genèse de l'Odyssée, p. 262. 

27 Since "prostitute" c:enotes a woman who s~lls her sexual 
favors, it is not at all appropriate for these priestesses who used 
their sexuality to express tL<> power oi; Ishtar and other female 
deities. But what other English worC1 is there? AIl which denote a 
sexually available woman--harlot, slut, etc.--have wholly negative 
connotations. Our language has no understanding of sex in a sacred 
or mythic context. 



35 

1 

~ ~ -
.~ 

.,' . , j 
, -r • 
! ' 7 

1 

Figure 12. The Burney Plaque, Babylonia, c. 2000 B.e. 
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mysterious goddess is in proportion. Her beauty, like Circe's, is 

finely balanced against her ability to inspire terror. She was found 

in what appeared ta be the shrine of a private house, and to this day 

no one knows who she is. Dated from the same era, a pre-Hittite 

tablet found in Cappadocia, which may be of Akkadian influence, shows 

a goddess flanked by two rearing goats with elaborate curved horns: 

one of the first instances of the heraldic posture.28 

The Minoans and Mycenaeans were particularly fond of lion and 

gLiffon symbolisrn, which they used to reptesent both royal and divine 

power. Both were eastern imports, tpe griffon being invented in 

Syria and the lion indigenous to Asia and eastern Anatolia but 

probably not to Greece. In the rnost famous of Cretan seals, a 

supremely confident bare-breasted goddess stands atop a stylized 

mountain peak, her left arm extended as if in command, while a youth 

to the right pays her hornage ~~{ paired lionesses perch beneath her 

feet. To the lcft is a shrir~ qtructure with four pairs of sacral 

horns. (FiguLe 13) The !.I. 's celebratory, honoring a power 

seemingly beY':md questic.- .la llenge . The same goddess may be on a 

seal four.d at the hi11top strcnghold at Mycenae; again she is Flanked 

by rearing lions, but this time she has wavy 1ines abo·/e her head and 

above them the double-axe. (Figure 1~) .f the wavy lines are bows, 

which seem3 likely in this context, then this figure is probably an 

ancestor of the hllntress Artemis. 29 

withiI' the Greek world, the fr01'1/ Jt?t, t9"pwv motif lea,ds inevitably 

28 Germain, p. 262. 

29 Webster, From Mycenae to Homer, p. 27. 
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Figure 13. Godd~ss with lions on seal from Crete 

Figure 14. Lentoid from Mycenae 
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to Artemis, who was for centuries the most popular female divinity 

and the most universally worshipped.30 "Where has not Artemis 

danced?" asks an old saying. And indeed her shrines were everywhere--

in Boeotia, Sparta, Crete, IOllia, Attica, Sicily--wherever there were 

forests and wild animaIs and local fertility goddesses who could be 

assimilated with her tradition. This popular Artemis appears ta have 

been an aboriginal heritage which the Greeks carried ~,zith thero to the 

new places they settled. Although she was addressed as ~~~V05' the 

titie was used in its original sense of "unmarried" rather than 

"virginal." "In fa ct Artemis n-<J.,OS61105 may have been or Lginally the 

goddess of a people who had not yet the advanced Hellenic inst~tu-

tions of settled marriage, who may have reckoned their descent 

through the female, and among whom women were proportionately 

powerful. "31 

Homer's chaste huntress, tallest and most beautiful among her 

nymphs, sister to Apollo, (I~l CI,ly her independence and penchant for 

wildness in corrunon with thi·o a.lccstor. His portrait of Artemis 

represents not the fir5c t... o:he J.ast point in the development of her 

nature. The virginal huntress 5eems to have appeared in epic before 

she figured in the worship of the comm0n people, who remained 

attached to the older, more f~rtile Ar.".f;:).'1is. Among the votive gifts 

given to Artemis Orthia in Sparta which have been dated to 700-600 

B.C., animal types including ll.ons, goats and bulls were popular. 

30 Lewis Farnell, ~he CuIts of the Greek States, II (Oxford, 
1896), 425; Nilsson, Minoan-Myce~aean Religion, p. 503. 

31 Farnell, II, 448. 
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Deer began to appear du ring the following century, when Orthia 

apparently became assimilated to the Homeric type.32 Gentle, 

elusive, swift and wild: these qualities of her new companion animal 

suggest that the Lady of the Beasts herself became declawed. In this 

metamorphosis she lost much of the sexuality she once possessed as a 

goddess associated with human and animal fertility. Only by knowing 

her past can we underst~nd why Greeks of the classical era regarded 

Apollo's lovely sister as Eileithyia, the divine midwife who pro-

tected women in labor. The primitive, unvirginal Artemis may weIl 

have been more like Circe than like Nausicaa. 

One feature of her temples at Ephesus and Laconia in Sparta 

particulatly recalls Book Ten. Each was surrounded by a park whieh 

was a sanctuary for her sacred animaIs. The park at Ephesus was very 

old, for the one at Laconia, which Xenophon dedicated in the fourth 

century, was modelled upon it 33 Similar walled gardens where trees 

and wild animaIs cou Id flOtl,C ~Sl,- -"paradises" in the etymological 

sense of the word--surround8~ t~mples and palaces in the Semitic 

world.34 In the second ce~:upv A.D. the sanctuary of the great 

temple of Ishtar at Hierapo!.is, a-;:o-:::ording to Lucian, conta ined lionfJ 

and bears that were sa tame they would not harm visitors.35 One ean 

imagine the awed accounts of pilgrims '~o travelled there--tales 

32 M. S. Thompson, '''rhe Asiatie or Winged Artemis" in Journal of 
Hellenic Studies, XXIX (1909), 295. 

33 Hogarth, Excavations at Ephesus, p. 176. 

34 Germain, p. 262. 

35 De Dea Syria, 41; quoted by Germain, pp. 262-263 . 
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which would have been heightened as they were retold. Perl laps the 

sanctuary at Ephesus stimulated such legends in Homer's time. Though 

it is hard to believe that lions were really in the pal:ks at Ephesu8 

and Laconia, they certainly surround Artemis in reliefs and statuary 

found at these places.36 (Figures 2, 15) The exaggeration suggests 

itself . 

Surely the tamed predators wandering through the grove around 

Circp.' 5 "sacred house" have sorne connection with this tradition. 

In current popular opinion, pigs are comical, greedyand 

unclean: the lowest casle in the barnyard. They make good feasts, 

but the idee of using them for any spiritual or reliqious purpose 

seems ludicrous. Pigs are animals, the very exemplars of earnality--

or 50 we have been eonditjoned ta think. When Ciree turns the Greek 

sailors into swine, we see her as '0~ only changing their smooth 

skins to bristled pelts, but .~so as stripping them of all dignity 

and control, visiting upon t:1"" the ma ,culine equivalent of the fate 

worse than death. How coul- . ~ transformation be interpreted 

otherwise? 

The picture changes somewhat whe(l. \o,e diseover that pigs were for 

millennia the sacred anin,al 0:( the vegetation Goddess. True, the 

transformation still seems a crude display of power, but one decom-

plished for impersonal, nonmalevolent reasons--the aet of a deity 

whose concerns are probably larger than merely redueing a group of 

36 In the famous cult statues of Ephesus, parts of Artemis' 
dI:ess and headdress are composed of deer, goat, cattle and lion 
heads. 
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Figure 15. Detail of the cult statue of the Ephesian Artemis 
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human males to helplessness. There is an abundance of evidence 

connecting pigs with the vegetative cycle of sowing-harvesting-

replanting (or birth-death-rebirth). It would be well to review 

these myths, rituals and artifacts before deciding if and how they 

apply to the Odyssey. 

No other animaIs excep~ lions have so consistently been linked 

with goddess-worship. Pig representations, once again, go back to 

the Neolithic. An extremely well-shaped, pleasing sculpture of a pig 

(which may have been already domesticated because it has no tusks) 

was discovered in the mound of Nea Mûkri in central Greece 

(c. 6000 B.C.) .37 In a shrine at Çatal Hüyük from the same era, two 

rcws of plaster breasts modelleè over enormous, tusked wild boars' 

skulls were found.38 The first certain connection of pigs with crops 

goes back ta about 5500 B.C., tpe date of fragments of pig figurines 

impressed with grain which were unea :Vd:!d in the valley of the 

Dniester near the Black Sea.39 TL;:> fast-growing body of the pig 

probably impressed these early farmera, who must have compared Jta 

fattening ta co~~ Jrowing an rl ripening. And the pig's large litters, 

a reproductive prodigality beyond that of any other domestlcated 

animal, probably seemed like ~arvest~ in themsalves. 

Of all the symbo:'i-:: motifs connected witl! c..irc;e, pigs are 

37 Maria Gimbutas, The Goda and Godde8ses of 01d Europe, 7000 to 
3500 B.C. (Berkeley, 1974), pp. 211-212. 

38 Mel1aart, AS, XIII (1963), 68-69. These ~Iere found on Level 
VI, near the shrine with the vulture sku1l breasts. Since the wild 
boar i8 also a scavenger and will eat corpses, l think these are 
connected with their death rites rather than with crop fertility. 

39 Gimbutas, p. 211. 
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historically the most Gree\ and Indo-European. At Cnidos, Eleusis, 

Delphi and throughoul che Greek world, they were regarded as 

Demeter's own animal. In sorne v~rsions of the Demeter-Kore myth, 

Persephone is out herding hogs (rather than picking narcissi) when a 

cleft opens in the earth and swallows her along with them. Just so, 

a group of goats was said to have fallen into a ravine at Delphi and 

to have qiven the site its name, for the earth was thought to be a 

womb which could be entered at such places, and through caves as 

weIl. Higher up the slopes of P~rnassos, in the Corcyrian grotto, a 

great many small terracotta figurines of boars and of women with 

headdresses have been found. Ancient and crudely modelled, they 

almost certainly pre-date the worship of Apollo at the sanctuary. Of 

all the artifacts now in the museum at Delphi, only these and the 

navel-stone test if y to an era when the earth's fertility was the most 

exalted human concern. The marble iriezes and bronze statuary, the 

dazzling wealth of states and kings seeking to ratify their glory 

with the favor of the god, seem the work of another, more presump-

tuous species. 

These figurines from the Corcyrian grotto may have been used in 

the rites of the Thesmophoria, a feztival honoring Demeter which 

occurred each year at the sowing of new crops in October. It was 

performed solely by women and lasted for three days. Women carried 

the remains of suckling pigs (delphakia) which they had thrown to 

their deaths in caves or ravines several months before to the altar 

to be mixed with seeds. This was thought to ensure Demeter' s 
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blessing upon the crop.40 Su ch sympathetic fertility magic sounds 

very primitive, but variants of these practices survived for a long 

time in many places in Europe. Near Meiningen, in the southern part 

of what is now East Gerroany, farmers in the nineteenth century mixed 

pork bones with theie seeds before sowing!41 

At Eleusis too the regenerative powers of pigs were an Integral 

part of the rites, linked there to a concept of rebirth that was 

spiritual rather than physical. The Mysteries enacted there each 

September were older by far than the Homeric poems; their Mycenaean 

origin seems assured, for the telesterion itself was built upon the 

ruins of a Mycenaean building of the megaron type, thought to be the 

first temple of Demeter. On the third day of the annual ceremonies, 

after the pr~estesses and the Hierophant of Demeter had proceeded 

along the Sacred Way from Eleusis to Athens, the great mass of 

initiates--perhaps as many as 30,000-- was called to go down to the 

sea. "With them they took young pigs, which they washed and then 

sacrificed, becau3~ they believed that the blood of this animal was 

the purest, and had the power to cleanse and rid the initiate' s soul 

of hatred and evil. And because they believed that this was the 

finest gift that could be offered to the gods of the underworld, they 

buried the young pig after the sacrifice deep in the ground."42 

After this cleansing and baptism, the initiates were considered ready 

40 Gimbutas, p. 214; Nilsson, Minoan-Mycenaean Reliqion, 
p. 312. 

41 Germain, p. 144. 

42 Katherine G. Kanta, ~leusis, trans. W. W. Phelps (Athens, 
1979), p. 13. 
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to join the great procession to Eleusis, where on one of the last 

nights of the ceremonies they beheld the mystic vision which con-

vinced them of the power of life over death, on the earth and within 

themselves. About this sight they were sworn to keep silent. 

Because this vow was kept, we can only guess what appeared to them. 

Sorne scholars say an ear of wheat; others, Kore herself returned from 

the dead, perhaps with a child. And still others believe the 

initiates saw an enactment of the sacred marriage of Zeus dnd 

Demeter, with the Hierophant and Chief Priestess taking the parts.43 

Lasting over a thousand years and including among its initiates 

Aesclepios, SophocJes, and several emperors, the Mysteries at Eleusis 

must be considered a major reljgion, one which gave its believers an 

experience of spiritual union with the force of life itself. 

Purification with pig's blood was considered 50 essential to the 

preparation for this experience that the pig appeared on the small 

bronze coins issued by the Eleusinian city-state.44 

Clearly, the Greeks of Homer's time and the centuries following 

would hardly concur with our view of the pig as an unclean animal. 

In Apollonius Rhodius also the pig has purifying powers. When Jason 

and Medea go to Ciree after they have murdered Absyrtus, she sacri-

fices a pig and uses its blood to ritually cleanse them. 

The last connection between pig3 and goddesses and vegetation is 

considerably more roundabout and complicated, but nevertheless 

43 Kanta, p. 16. 

4~ George Mylonas, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries 
(Princeton, 1961), p. 223. 
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important. In several myths of eastern origin a Great Goddess figure 

has as her lover a youth whose seed brings fertility to the land, but 

whose blood must be spilled if crops are to continue to grow. He 

himself is both sower and harvest. The oldest version of this myth, 

the Sumerian story of Inanna the Queen of Heaven and her lover 

Dumuzi, the shepherd-king, does not inciude any mention of pigs or 

boars. Dumuzi dies by other means. In a related Egyptian myth, 

however, Osiris, the divine huaband of the queen-gcddess Isis, is 

castrated and killed by his enemy Set disguised as a boar. The 

Babylonians seem to have drawn from both these sources for their myth 

of the goddess Ishtar and Tammuz, her young mortai lover who is 

killed by a boar. As the basic Semitic myth travelled westward into 

Anatoli& and Ionia, the boar remained an important feature.45 

Cybele' s young lover Attis, sometimes a shepherd and sometimes a 

Lydian prince, is killed or castrated while hunting that beast. 

Adonis, the youth adored by Aphrodite and warned by her not to hunt 

fierce animaIs, is nevertheless gored to death by a wild boar he has 

pierced with an arrow. Where his blood has stained th~ earth, the 

crimson anemone springs up. In these myths the pig is not the object 

of sacrifice, but its jnstrument--like the Christian cross--and, as 

such, takes on sorne of the sacredness of its function. 

It is hard to a8sess what aIl the permutations of the basic myth 

mean, for as the boar enters it the fertility elernents recede. In 

a:1 versions the boy-lover, who has never been the Goddess' equal, ls 

45 For a comparison and review of these sacrlfical vegetation 
myths, see Robert Graves, The Greek Myths, vol. l, pp. 71-72. 



sacrlficed and the power of the Goddess is in sorne way augrnented by 

this sacrific~. We mjght remember here that Odysseus too as a youth 

is attacked and severely wounded in the thigh by a boar, but he 

survives and grows up to prove himself Circe's equal. 

Having reviewed these myths and rites, what can we say of their 

relevance to the transformation in Book Ten? First of aIl, the fact 

that the pig is the preferred sacrificial animal in goddess-worship 

has obviously sc.:ne bearing. It probably explains why the sailors 

become pigs rather than sheep or goats, ,lnd why Ciree accomplishes 

the metamorphosis with such methodical confidence. Perhaps she has 

do ne it aIl before and has a labyrinth of stie::. The French clas-

sicist Gabriel Germain, who has investigated ritua~ and folkloric 

elements in the Odyssey more thoroughly than any other scholar, was 

50 struck by the ceremonial aspect of the episode and by the abun-

dance of sacred customs in which the pig plays a part, that he views 

the transformation as a ritual of initiation in which Oysseus' s men 

die to their old natures, take on sorne of the pig's powers of 

vitality by sliding into their skins, and are eventually reborn 

improved in every way, younger and more handsome than before.46 He 

sees Ciree as a priestess of the earth presiding over these rites. 

AJthough this view must seem farfetched to a ca suaI reader of the 

9dyssey or to one who believes the poem itself contains all the 

information necessary for its understanding, l believe Germain's 

interpretation contains sorne truth. Anyone who has investigated the 

46 Germain, pp. 131-132, 149-150; Germain does not explain, 
however, why this "initiation" does not also involve the hero, 
Odysseu3. 
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conneetion of pigs with goddess-worship and fertility rite3 must 

realize that the original audience for the Homeric poems, the erowds 

at the Pan-Ionian festivals or the nobility in their megarons, did 

not regard this animal as we do. Its stigmatization as unclean was 

the innovation of Judaism, an extremely father-oriented religion 

rigidly suppressive of older goddess-worship, and it did not prevail 

in the Greeee of Homer's time.47 

Germain errs, however, in being too gracious to Ciree. Only at 

Odysseus' request does she change his men to their heiqhtened selves, 

and were she not intent on pleasing him, they would presumably stay 

swine forever. The metamorphosis seems intended as imrnolation, not 

initiation. l view the act as a gratuituous display of power, rather 

like Jehovah's pyrotechnies before the suffering Job. C1rce is 

saying "See. The Earth and its forces are mine; l can make you into 

my creature." Only a divinity who felt her powers eroding and under 

attaek would be driven to aet 50 unsubtly. The episode reflects, l 

believe, a turning point in cultural history: that time when 

patriarehy was replaeing matricentral systems in myth, as lt already 

had in society. 

Another perplexlty for modern readers of the Odyssey 15 Ciree' s 

dual eonneetion to the Sun and to the Underworld. As a ehl1d of 

Helios, her domain and expertise would seem to be limited to the 

upper world, to the land of the quiek upon which hls light falls. 

47 Not all taboos on pork were Judaie. At the temple at 
Hlerapolis in Syria, pigs were never eatan because they were saered 
to the Goddess. Lucian, De dsa Syria, quoted by Germain, p. 135. 
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Yet elearly her familiarity with Hades is extensive and her powers 

seem to extend to the infernal as weil. In Greek cosmology, the 

under and upper worlds are rigidly separated after the Olympian 

revolution; Zeus and Helios and later Apollo have no eoneern with 

what oecurs in the Kingdom of the Dead. In the myths of Anatolia and 

ancient Sumer, celestial and chthonic deities tend to be more 

integrated, even identical, and this less differentiated cosmology 

of fers a good clue to Ciree' S origin. 

According to a belief which is strange to us but was perfeetly 

natural to the ancient mentalicy, the Sun was linked with the 

Underworld beeause it passed through it every night on its passage 

from west to east. Hence many sky or light divinities feit compelled 

to visit the dead. In.anna, the Sumerian Queen of Heaven, undertook 

an epic trip to the Underworld in order to add its crown to her 

glories--only to be defeated by the Queen of the Dead, whose demand 

for a life is not placated until Inanna substitutes her mortal lover 

for herself. Her example did not deter her 13abylonian descendant, 

the moon and fertility goddess Ishtar, who exclaims in the Izdubar 

Cycle of her Descent: 

l spread Iike a bird my hands. 
l descend to the house of darkness.48 

To appreciate how far removed these journeys are from Greek tradi-

tion, we need only try to imagine an Olympian--Zeus or Hera or 

Apollo--voluntarily foreswearing the light. 

The deity who best represents this union of the chthonic and the 

48 Quoted by Robert Brown, Jr., The My th of Kirke (London, 
1883), p. 113. 
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celestial is the Sun Goddess of Arinna, the chief of the Hittite 

pantheon, who is equated in ritual texts with both Wurusemu, the 

indigenous Hattian Great Goddess, and with Ereshkigal, the Sumerian 

goddess of the dead.49 "She was one of a class of deitiell peculiar 

to Anatolia, a 'Sun-goddess of the Earth', whose concern was with the 

earth, the underworld and the dead. "50 Her shrine at Arlnna, the 

great religious center at the heart of the Hittite kingdom, said to 

be one day's journey from the capital at Hattusas, has not yet been 

loca~ed by archaeologists. Tablets found at the excavated rock 

sanctuary at Yazilikaya, however, are lncised with cune1form hymns of 

praise to her. One says: 

Within the circuit of heaven and earth thou, Sun Goddess 
of Arinna, art the source of warmth. 

Among the lands thou art the deity whose cult is moat 
celebrated. 

and thou art the father and mother of every land. 51 

The supremacy of the Sun Goddess of Arinna is testimony to the 

tolerance of the Indo-European Hittites, who respected the religion 

and customs of the autochthonous population when they swept into 

Anatolia around 2000 B.C. Rather than war against her, they accepted 

her and arranged a marriage for her with their own weather god, who 

amiably became her consort. The opposite balance of power was slruck 

in the Greek peninsula, where the indigenous goddess (fiera) whom the 

Achaeans married off to their storm god became a put-upon and 

49 J. G. Macqueen, "Hattian Mythology and Hittite Monarchy," 
Anatolian Studies, IX (1959), 176. 

50 Macqueen, 178 . 

51 Akurgal, Art of the Hittites, pp. 78, 80. 



resentful wife living in her husband's home on high. Given the 

strength and history of goddess-worship in Anatolia, ~he Hittites' 

graceful and pragrnatie solution i5 probably the only one that would 

have worked there. 

51 

Clearly Ciree is a mueh lesser personage than the Sun Goddess of 

Arinna, and her claim to radiance is secondhand, through her father. 

She seems, however, to be of the same peculiar non-Greek genre, a Sun 

Goddess of the Earth. 

"It is too little observed that Greek goddesses do not as~ociate 

themselves with mortal men. "52 After writing these words, Martin P. 

Nilsson goes on to argue that \'/henever we find sueh a dalliance, we 

should expect an oriental source for the myth. The one-night idyll 

of Aphrodite and Anchises, for instance, takes place on Mt. Ida near 

Troy, a location which provides an important clue. It brings to mind 

the Idaean Mother, also known as the Mother of the Gods or Cybele, 

who was an incarnation of the Great Goddess oziginating at the 

junction of the Babylonian and Anatolian worlds at Carchemi$h. Even 

the Greeks reeognized Aphrodite's eastern provenance, and though they 

insisted that her mythical home was with Zeus' collective on Mt. 

Olympos, they built her large~t and most impressive earthly home at 

Paphos, on Cyprus. Since w~ know Circe only through her associations 

with mortal men, we hav\?'---if Nilsson' s reaso.-,ing i8 correct--a strong 

case for associating her with the East. 

What possible antecedents are there for her liaison with 

52 Nilsson, Homer and Mycenae (London, 1933), p. 253. 
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Odysseus? He i8 a king, in rank and character stronger than his 

companion8, and indisputably something positive issues from their 

union: not a child, not fields ripe and heavy with grain, but 

directions far the future which enable him to return ta his "father-

land" and wife, to a civilization based on bonds of affection and 

loyalty which the values of the poem ~phold. This configuration of 

goddess/mortal man/positive or sacred result was flJndamental to 

Sumerian religious belief and ceremony. 

At least by 2000 B.C. and perhaps as long as a millennium before 

, "" '" that, the Sumerians celebrated an annual Sacred Narriage ()~O} (OI~o5) 

on New Year's Day between their chief goddess Inanna and the shep-

herd-king Dumuzi. The participants seem ta have been the H1gh Pries-

tess and reigning King of Uruk, who consummated their union upon a 

bed of cedar and rushes within the royal palace or temple.53 No rite 

was more important to the Sumerians, for Inanna was believed to 

control the productiv~ty of the land and fruitfulness of the womb for 

both humans and beasts. The King's most important dut Y was her 

satisfaction. And since Sumer's teeming and wealthy urban centers 

could only be sustained by a prosperous agricultural and pastoral 

ecanomy, the stakes were very high. 

The Sacred Marriage r~te seems to have developed at a time of 

relative balance between the sexes--after the male raIe in procrea-

lion was knawn, but before females were subordinated in myth. The 

sexual act in this ceremony was a homecoming to the Mother Goddess, a 

53 Samuel N. Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite (Bloomington, 
1969), pp. 64-65. 



( 

II' 

J 

53 

holy act perforrned in her service, enabling her to fulfill her 

powers. Inanna herself was not shy about expressing her desire or 

appreciation, and her voice in the sacred poetry is as alive and full 

of wonder now as it was four or five thousand years ago: 

He has brought ~e into it, he has brought me into it. 
My brother has brouqht me into the garden. 
Dumuzi has brought me into the garden, 
l strolled with him among the standing trees. 
l stood with him by its lying trees, 
By an apple tree l kneeled as is proper. 

Before my brother coming in song, 
Before the lord Dumuzi who came toward me, 
Who from the tamarisk, ~ame toward me, 
Who from the date clusters, came toward me, 
l poured out plants from my womb, 
l place plants before him, l poured out plants before him, 
l placed grain before him, l poured out grain before him. . .54 

The dignity and directness of this poetry, its true sense of human 

connection with vital forces, comes from a consciousness which modern 

writers find tantalizingly difficult to enter. 

The myth upon whlch the Sacred Marriage that the Chief Priestess 

and King acted out was based prescribas, in its later stages, an evil 

fate for Dumuzi. He is sent to the Underworld by Inanna as ransom 

for her own freedom, and remains there, temporarily dead, until his 

adoring sister Geshtianna offers to substitute for hi~. Inanna then 

decides that she will accept Geshtianna's ofier for half of every 

year, but Dumuzi must stay in the Netherworld for the ocher half. He 

resurrects every spring, along with the vegetation which his own seed 

ha~ caused to grow. In the ceremonial poetry Inanna speaks of this 

fate. Although she calls Dumuzi "man of my heart," she makes clear 

54 Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite, p. 101. 
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, .? 

that he must suffer the penalty for touching the nakedness of a 

goddess: 

My brother, l have brought about an evil fate for you, 
my brother of fairest face. 

Your right hand you have placed on my vulva, 
Your left, stroked My head, 
You have touched your mouth to mine, 
You have pressed my lips to your head, 
That is why you have been decreed an evil fate, 
Thus is treated the dragon of women, my brother 

of fairest face.55 

54 

Were, in fact, mortal men sacrificed every year (or every seven 

years) to the vegetation Goddess? Although this kind of human 

sacrifice ia postulated by Slr James Frazer in The Golden Boug~, his 

opinion was not based upon archaeological proof and is now gsnerally 

discredited.56 No evidence exists that the kings of Uruk who took 

part in the New Years' Sacred Marriages lost their lives; it is 

exceedingly unlikely that they djd, for by the time of the incised 

tablets and other archaeolo~1cal evidence we possess. Sumer was 

patriarchal and the King was ex~remely powerful.57 Myths, at least 

chose that have not been consciously crafted by poets, are generally 

conservative, one of the la3t elements of cul tu le to refIE~~ social 

change. It is at least conceivable that this particular myth 

originated in sorne prehistoric and as yet unexcavated culture where 

such grisly ~ites did take place, and that the narrative remained 

55 Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite, p. lO~. 

56 The evidence for human sacrifice to male gods i3 much firmer: 
for instance, the Toltecs' offering of beating human hearts to their 
sun god. 

57 Kramer, who has investigated the 3ubject thoroughly, does not 
mention human sacrifice. 
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unaltered long after the cerernony became more humane. But this is a 

supposition whose truth, in the absence of archaeological facts, 

cannot be judged. 

There is one other echo from the Sumerian world concerning the 

dangers of a mortal man's acquiring (or refu~ing) carnal knowledge of 

a goddess. In the Epie of Gilgamesh, which originated in the middle 

of the third millenniurn B.C., the hero flouts Indnna's offers of 

love, for he is weIl acquainted with her fickleness: 

Which of your lovers did you ever love forever? What 
shepherd of yours has pleased you for aIl time? 
Listen to me while l tell the tale of ycur lovers. 
There was Tammuz, the lover of your youth, for him 
you decreed wailing year aft~r year ... You have 
lovcd the shepherd of the flock; he made meal-cake 
for you day after day, he killed kids for your sake. 
You stru~k and turned hirn into a wolf; now his own 
he rd-boys chase him away, his own hounds worry his 
flanks, And 'iid you not love Ishullanu, the gar
dener. of your fé ther' 3 palm-grove? He brought you 
baskets filled wjth dates without end; every day he 
loaded your table Then you turned your eyes on him 
and saiu, "Dearest Ishullanu, come here to me, let us 
enjoy your manllood, come forward and take me, l am 
yours." Is~ullanu answered, "What are you asking from 
me? My mother has baked and l have eaten; why should 
l come to such as you for food that is tainted and 
rotten? For ~:hen was a screen of rushes sufficient 
protection from frosts?" But when you had heard his 
answer you struck him. He was changed to a blind 
mole deep in the earth, one whose des ire is always 
beyond his reach. And if you dnd l should be lovers, 
should not l be served in the same fashion as aIl 
these others whom you loved once?58 

As could be expected, these words provoke Inanna's bitter wrath, and 

in revenge she sends the Bull of Heaven to destroy Enkidu, 

58 The Epie of Gilgamesh, trans. N. K. Sandars (Harmondsworth, 
1972), pp, 86-87. In this and other modern versions the goddess 
appears as Ishtar, for translations are based primarily upon the 
Assyrian tablets. 
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• Gilgamesh's beloved friend. Perhaps something similar would have 

happened to Odysseus had he ignored Hermes' counsel and spurned 

Circe, but the tone of Homer' s episode is altogether more hdrmoniou5 

and less charged with sexual enmity than is Gilgamesh. 

Homer may well have been familiar with Gilgamesh, for the epic 

was widely known in the ancient Near East. Tablets containing the 

poem have been found at the capital of the Hittites, and knowledge of 

it may well have survived among the Neo-Hittites and Lydian5, with 

whom the Ionian Greeks were in close contact. 59 Inanna' s transforma-

tions of men to animals are thus a possible source for Ciree' s. 6Ç, 

There i5 a crucial difference, however, between the two sto~ies. The 

Goddess' desire is not entangled with her will to power in .~omer, who 

shows Circe to be capricious, but also capable of faith <.Illd trust, of 

relati0nship. Compared to Inanna or Ishtar, she is an appealingly 

human goddess, one who gives without demanding a life for her 

pleasure. To Homer, the nurturing side of the female divine is 

stronger than the deadly. The Sumerian~' out look was altogether more 

pessimistic; they were two thousand years closer to the primitive 

awareness that the Goddess who gives life can also arbitrarily take 

it back. The vulture skull breast is nearer to Gilgamesh than to the 

Odyssey. 

59 N. K. Sandars, "Introduction" to Gilgamesh, p. 12. 

60 The Odyssey shows possible influences from Gil.gamesh at other 
points as well. See Germain, pp. 420 ff. Like Gilg amesh, Odysseu5 
travels to the Land (If the Dead (after being given d ·.rections by a 
female) and returns to rule hL; kingdom. Gilgamesh was the primal 
epic hero; it seems likely that Homer, as an Ionian poet, would have 
known about him. 
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A less dangerous version of the Saered Marriage rite was open to 

commoners at temples of Ishtar and Aphrodite throughout the eastern 

Mediterranean. Sexual exchange between priestesses and worshippers 

seems to have begun in Sumer bUL became widespread in the aneient 

world, being praeticed at temples of Ishtar or Aphrodite in Baby-

lonia, Canaan, Arabia, Armenia, and even Corinth.61 Not only did it 

provide a means of enriching the temple, but also (and more impor-

tantly) of the participants' making themselves holy in the Goddess' 

sight.62 Women of wealthy and royal families, as well as Qf more 

humble ones, participated in the sexual eustoms of the Goddess, and 

they were free to marry or not as they wished.63 These women were 

believed to act in the Goddess' stead, bringing forth her blessings 

upon the individual and the coron _,ll.ty. Yet they were rigorously 

persecuted when Judaism became dominant in Canaan and women's sexual 

proeesses began to be regarded as unclean. It is as if, long after 

Ishtar's capriciousness had been tamed in praetiee, Jehovah's 

advocates decided to take revenge upon her. 

As a female divinity who faneies mortal men, Ciree thus belongs 

to a well-established eastern tradition which mingles the sexual, the 

bountiful and the lethal. 

Whether Ciree existed in a lost myth which Homer reshaped, or 

61 Germain, pp. 269-270. 

62 Herodotos, 1.199. His attitude towards this praetiee, which 
he observed in Babylonia, was ambivalent. Reeognizing its sacred
ness, he nevertheless called it "the foulest of eustoms." 

63 Merlin Stone, When God Was a Woman, p. 155. 
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whether he was the first t~ imagine her, her kinship with ancient 

religious traditions is very strong. She is a composite figure, in 

whom elements of Sumerian, Anatolian and Greek goddess-worship are 

blended and unified. The force of her character is not Indo-European 

but almost certainly deri'Ted from Asia Minor. To the small, desper-

ate band of Mycenaeans who landed on her shores she seemed the 

essence of the strange and foreign, someone whose homeland was near 

the dandng grounds of Dawn, far to the east. Their perception, 1 

believe, was accurate. The question remains, how did this influence 

reach Homer? Since both in the Mycenaean age, the sixteenth to 

twelfth centuries B.e., and then again in Ionia, for about two 

hundred years betore Homer' s time, Greece was in close touch with tho 

culture of the Near East and shared in their myth as weIl as their 

art, there are two possible eras or cultures which answer.64 

Let us look at the first. It is weIl known that the expan-

sionist impulse was fundamental to Mycenaean civilization; without 

that impulse there would have been no Trojan War, no Iliad. Gener-

ally, the Mycenaean routes of trade and piracy were aimed towards the 

legendary riches of civilizations on the eastern Mediterranean Shore; 

Troy was an aberration. Mycenaean tombs and vases have been found in 

sufficient quantity at Mila~us, Rhodes, Cyprus, Cilicia, and Ugarit 

(Ras Shamrah in modern Syria) as to suggest settlement in these 

places.65 At Ugarit ancient Near Eastern literature, epic material 

64 Samuel N. Kramer, ed., Mythologies of the Ancient World (New 
York, 1961), p. 260. 

65 Nilsson, Homer and Mycenae, p. 98: Webster, From Mycenae to 
Homer, p. 66. 
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independent of Gilgamesh, has also been found.66 At Miletus and 

Cilicia, which seem to have been principalities of the vast Hittite 

Emplre, the Mycenaeans would certainly have come into contact with 

that civilization. And, in fact, Hittite archives of royal corres

pondence found at Hattusas verify thisi they conta ln references and 

letters to the king of a region called "Ahhiyawa," over a period of 

two centuries from about 1380 to 1180 B.e. Bath Hittites and 

Mycenaeans spoke Inda-European languages and may have understood each 

other without tranLlation. "'Achaiwia' may be safely postulated as 

the name of the ' Land at the Achaeans' in the language of the 

Mycenaeans," who still used the digammai it is the same ward as 

"Ahhiyawa. "67 The relationship between the two areas seems ta have 

been friendly, though they may have round themselves on opposite 

sides in the Trojan War. They would have had ample time for cross

cultural exchange, however, in the two hundred years preceding that 

disaster, and from such exchange the Mycenaeans would have had much 

ta gain. The letters mention a Hittite horse-master' s instructing a 

prince of Ahhiyawa in chariot warfare. Perhaps this prince, in the 

evenings following his lessons in the new, swift techniques of war, 

heard the old Sumerian poetry recited and took it as well back to his 

people. The Hittites had translated Gilgamesh into their own 

language. 68 They could have been the intermediarles for this 

literature, as weIl as for the native religious customs of Anatolia. 

66 N. K. Sandars, "Introduction" ta Gilgamesh, p. 12. 

67 O. R. Gurney, The Hittites, p. 54. 

68 Sandars, "Introduction" to Gilgamesh, p. 12. 
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The problem with this supposition is that we have no evidence 

whatsoever that the Greeks retained a memory of the Hittites, or Lhat 

their own old acquaintance with Anatolia survived the political 

upheaval following the Trojan War and the Dorian invasion.69 It is 

much more likely that the Hittites were indirect, ghostly inter-

mediaries, passing on Sumerian, Akkadian and native Anatolian culture 

to their own successors, the Neo-Hittites , the Phrygians and the 

Lydians, and through the Lydians to the Ionian Greeks. 

When the 10nians first migrated to the Aegean coast of Asia 

Minor, probably between 1050 and 850 B.C.,70 the region, though 

thinly populated, was no more terra ~ than New England at the time 

of the Plymouth Colony's arrival. Their incoming culture met an 

established one, for the most part apparently peaceably. According 

to Herodotos (1.142), many of the cities in the 1on1an League--

Ephesus, Colophon, Lebedos, Teos, Clazomenae and Phocaea--were 

located in Lydia and used a distinct dialect. The Mermnadian dynasty 

of Lydian kings, established by Gyges dbout 683 B.C., was friendly lo 

the Greeks and donated generously to Greek temples in both Asia Minor 

and Europe. Homer was probably contemporary with the last of the 

preceding dynasty of the Heraclids, and this dynasty too se(!ms to 

have been friendly.71 Early cooperation of the two people5 at the 

69 Germain, p. 454. 

70 Webster, p. 141. He bases these dates on the fa ct that "late 
~rotogeometric Attic pottery was found in quantity in Smyrna and 
yielded about 850 to a local Geometrie style." 

71 Euphorion of Chalcis wrote that Homer was born in Gyges' 
time, but his statement seems a generation or two off to many modern 
scholars. Germain, pp. 459-460. 

J 



temple of Artemis at Ephesus became a matter of legend. 

If we date the Odyssey as Nilsson does, c. 700-680 B.C., then 

for at least two hundred years before its time Ionian Greek society 

was surrounded by, perhaps permeated with, eastern influence. The 

wonder is that so little shows in the epics, that the imagination of 

the poet should be so wholly concerned with giving music and form to 

the treasured core of Mycenaean legend. Unquestionably, the milieu 
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of Ionia at the time was intellectually stimulating and fertilizing, 

and it was from this center that the culture of the rest of Greece 

became revitalized. The contact with Lydian civilization seems to 

have been as generative to the Ionians as the experience of Minoan 

culture was ta the Mycenaeans. As Germain puts it, Sardis was Ua 

foyer of fusion and diffusion" thraugh which the Greeks were intro

duced to an ancient cultural wealth.72 Phrygian music became one of 

the modes of Greek song and dance, and Greek science was immeasurably 

enriched by the knowledge of Babylonian maps and astrological 

calculations current in the school of Miletus. It is important not 

to exclude Greek literature from the benefit of this civilizing 

milieu. Greek poets sang at the court at Sardis and probably 

listened to eastern literature recited there.73 Though he worked 

with ancest raI materials, Homer did so in a climate favorable to 

creation, one nurturing exploration and exchange, the fresh imagining 

of the ancient. Circe may have seduced her way into his Mycenaean 

subject matter, but once she appeared he shaped her to the needs of 

72 Germain, p. 460. 

73 Germain, p. 461. 
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the poem, giving to her character a resonant balance that is neither 

Greek nor oriental, but Homeric. 

This balance 113 an unlikely, almost miraculous achievement. 

Consider: Ciree, as a descendant of the Great Mother who both gave 

life and took it back into herself, would naturally inspire both 

reverenee and fear; she could be expected ta behave like Inanna, the 

bride and executioner. The eagerness of male humanity ta break free 

from, ta reaet against, sueh all-eneampassing power is quite under-

standable. Gilgamesh defies Ishtar for sound reason. Historically, 

however, the reaction against the Mother Goddess was almost always a 

vengeful over-reaetion. When patriarchy was established in Mesopota-

mia and Greece, women's social and sexual freedom was severely 

curtailed--as befitted beings newly believed to be inferior by 

nature. Athens in its golden age was markedly misogynist, a society 

whose intellectual radiance is dimmed for modern women who pause to 

imagine what their lives would have been like had they lived there.74 

In Anatolia, where the Goddess religion was particular ly strong and 

the centralized power of states relatively slow in evolving, mother-

right systems of social organization and inheritance lingered in some 

places into the time of Herodotos.75 Patriarchy was milder there al 

first, and the women of Ionia probably had more freedom than their 

74 For a thoughtful aecount of the development of this misogyny 
in Greek culture, see Marylin B. Arthur's "Early Greece: Origins of 
the Western Attitude Toward Women" in Arethusa, 6, 24. 

75 l .173. "They [the Lyciansl take their names not from their 
fathers but from their mothers; and when one is asked by his neighbor 
who he is, he will say that he is the son of such a mother, and 
recount the mothers of his mother." 
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counterparts in Athens. Now, of course, veiled Moslem women live in 

the vicinity of Çatal HUyUk. There is no need to reiterate here the 

social injustices ta women under patriarchal systems; l want merely 

ta point out that these injustices can be interpreted historically as 

part of a ma5sive over-reaction ta the original power of the Mother 

Goddess. 

Before this repression of the feminine occurred, there was a 

delicate period in the evolution of many societies when men were 

dominant within the family and the state, but women st~ll played 

active and respected roles in mediating between the human and the 

divine as priestesses, seers and healers.76 Female metaphysical 

power remained intact long after female social power had eroded. 

"There was a considerable time lag between the subordination of women 

in patriarchal society and the declassing of the goddesses. "77 The 

veneration of goddesses, as long as it lasted, appears to have 

protected women against the worst injustices. But once wornen had 

lost their control of religion, a negative aspect prevailed. Not 

only were a wornan' s sexual functions "treated as impure in them-

selves, but the same condemnation attache[d) to her feminine nature 

as such. Il She became regarded as "the root of aIl evil, Eve, a 

witch."78 

The proces3 of declassing the ferninine provides the subject 

76 Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy (New York, 1986), 
p. 9. 

77 Lerner, p. 141. 

78 Georçe Thomson, Studies in Ancient Greek Society: The 
Prehistoric Aegean (New York, 1965), p. 205. 
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matter for several Greek myths full of sexual enmity. l believe 

Homer' 5 version of the Circe-Odysseus story deals with this mytho-

historical circumstance, but resolves the tension in an unusual way. 

Compare it to the slightly later Amazon myths, for instance. To the 

Greek imagination, Amazons existed to be warred against and defeated, 

and so they are--thoroughly but tastefully--in the marble friezes at 

Delphi and on the Parthenon. 79 Thesel.ls, the Attic hero, and 

Heracles, the panhellenic one, both travel to Amazon territory near 

the Black Sea, abduct an Amazon queen, and later kill her; both were 

celebrated for these feats. In addition, Theseus was revered as the 

defender of Athens when the Amazons supposeàly made a retaliatory 

excursion into Attica. 

The society which created these myths seems ta have regarded the 

notion of free women as Intolerable. Quite possibly, these free 

women had an historical identity. A.ccording to George 'rhamson, "thi3 

myth was engendered . . as a symbol for the matriarchal institu-

tions of a theocratic Hittite settlement at Ephesos, dedicated to the 

Anatolian mother-goddess. Prom there it spread over the Aegean. 

Throughout the period of Greek colonisation, which extended to ail 

79 "After the Persians burned the citadel, and the finally 
victorious Athenians set about the t~~~ of rebuilding it, they 
adorned the major temple, the Parthenun, w ..... h relief sculptures 
depicting not combat with Persians, but combat with larger-than-life 
adversaries--centaurs, giants, and Amazons. Any plucky rnorlal could 
kill a Persian, but ~t takes a hero to triumph OV8r an Amazon. To 
fight an Amazon was the greatest trial of male strength and courage, 
a challenge fit for a Heracles and a Theseus. All other canflicts 
paled before this struggle, and the legend that their ancestors of 
ald had resisted the onslaught of thes9 warrior-women was an ever
lasting source of civic pride for the Athenians. Il Abby Kleinbaum, 
The War Against the Amazons (New York, 1983), pp. 11-12. 
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corners of the Mediterranean, the Iegend continued to expand in 

response to the expanding acquaintance of the Greeks themselves with 

the 3tiII matriarchal peoples with which they were everywhere brought 

in contact."80 

The same bitter sexual enmity animates the story of Agamemnon 

and Clytemneslra, which is told many times in the Odyssey, mainly to 

burnish by contrast Penelope's virtue as a chaste wife. By asserting 

het freedom to choose a lover and to rule in her own right, Clytem-

nestra must have seemed to the patriarchal Greeks not only disloyal, 

but also a dangerous throwback. Orestes' murder of her throws into 

sharp conflict the rival claims of mother-right and male-oriented 

justice. In AeschyIus' later trilogy, Athena, the one goddess with 

no experience of the womb, finally puts this conflict to rest by 

judging in favor of the males. 

In Homer artistry never becomes tendentiousness. With calm, 

deliberative spirit, he acknowledges this bitterness between the 

sexes and relegates it to the background. In the foreground is 

Aiaia, the province of a nature goddess far removed from human 

civilization who is visited by the most supple and resourceful of 

Mycenaean heroes. with the help of an herb, a touch of grace, he 

appears as her equal and she recoqnizes him as such. She is not 

overthrown, but rather the woman implicit in every goddess is 

realized in her. When he wishes to Ieave, she gives him her 

blessing. And, having faced and loved the archetypal feminine, he i3 

well prepared to return to the personal feminine. Homer's myth is 

8C Thomson, The Prehistoric Aeqean, pp. 182-183. 



thus an exquisite parable of achieved balance between the sexes--a 

balance that has, in many lives and soc~eties, yet to be lived out. 

Certainly the following era failed to do SO. In it, Circe's 

career as a witch began. 
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Chapter Three. From My th to Allegory. 

Between Homer's time and Plato's, a revolution in thought 

occurred. This change was so encompassing, influencing a1most aIl 

surviving written work from the period because it influenced the 

development of the Greek language itself, that it is difficult to 

know how to begin to describe it. Bruno Snell, a German classicist 

who has persuasively traced the shifts in perception which are 

indicated by shifts in the use of words between Homer's time and the 

fifth century, has termed this event in Greek culture "the discovery 

of the mind."1 The phrase is apt, for it suggests that for the first 

time human consciousness was perceived as an entity in itself, 

standing apart from as weIl as within nature. The wholeness of the 

arehaic, mythie worJd in which Homer's gods and heroes lived and 

moved, rendered with belief as weIl as with superb artistry by the 

poet, was eventually ruptured by this discovery. The mythic world--

whether it oceurs in an archaic age, a primitive society or a 

childhood--demands awe and participation. It i5 not accessible to 

the person determined to see it clearly and logically by standing 

back. 

If we restrict our perspective to literary history, this 

revolution in thought reveals itself in the shift fcom direct 

1 See Snell's The Discovary of the Mind, trans. T. C. Rosenmeyer 
(Oxford, 1953). 

1 

__ J 
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presentation of myth in poetry, as in Homer and Hesiod, to al1egort-

cal commentary upon that myth--a commentary that is dua1istic in 

nature, for it seeks to locate and follow the lode of meaning runnillg 

beneath a literal surface. Tho trad~tion of al1egory, which begins 

in the ancient wor1d with commentary upon the Homeric poems, dep~nds 

upon a belief in the penetrating power of mind and assumes the right 

of that mind to impose its logic upon a text. The intention of the 

allegorical commentator, to penetrate to and reveal the truth, is 

thus far more aggressive (though not necessari~y more ambitious) than 

Homer's original intention, to render the song of the muse.2 Homer 

was notably tolerapt of female divinities, even of those who wezo 

ripely sexual, but this tolerance \'1as not sharec by later Cf"'lrnment,\-

tors, who tended to strip Circe of her divinity ~~d to see in her a 

personification of passion and vice. That this should have happened 

i3 not surprising, considering the so~ial and intellectual assump-

tions of the classical and Hellenistic eras. What is surprising is 

the tight, persistent hold which allegorical views of Circe have had 

on later poets drawn to her myth. 

How and why did this allegorical tradition develop? Once 

developed, why was it invested with such authority, particularly 

considering aIl the riches of myth which it could not account for? 

Searching for answers to these questions requires looking beyond 

2 These ancient commentators habitually assumed that theJr own 
intentions were also Homer' s. "There is a general fal1ure in 
antiquity to make a clear distinction between allegorlcal expression 
and allegorical interpretation. What we calI a1legorical interpreta
tion in this context normally takes the form of a claim that an 
author has expressed himself allegorically in a given passage." 
Robert Lambe.cton, Homer the Theologian (Berkeley, 1986), p. 20. 
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literature itself: first, at the development of philosophical ideas 

about the primacy of the soul or mind over the body; and second, at 

the change in the concept of divinity from an immanent force to a 

transcendent one. The tenoency of post-Homeric Greeks to consider 

the elevated as the good creatad a climate of thought which sanc-

tioned the assumption upon which allegory depends: that meaning is 

superior to the text (or experience) from which it derives. 

This tendency to cor-sider the elevated as the good also affected 

attitudes towards women, who were valued for their reproductive 

capacity and seen as inextricably ccnnected with sexuality, pregnancy 

and childbirth. Once this over-under kind of dualistic thinking had 

developed, therefore, females were the natural occupants of the lower 

category of the dualism. An ideology of misogyny gradually developed 

which finds much expression in post-Homeric social organization and 

literature. Before discussing the early allegorical commentdry on 

Ciree, l will b~iefly review these attitudes, so that the commentary 

can be seen within its proper context. 

The Homeric epics are innocent of dualism. Homer' s view of 

human nature is essentially organic and unitarYi his characters are 

not divided against themselves, nor swept by conflicting emotions. 

When Achilles, fer instance, sulks in his tent he is pure in his 

anger, untormented by feelings of guilt about his absence from the 

battlefield. Nor is there any separation or opposition between the 

corporeal and mental life of Homer's heroesi appropriately, their 

organs of consciousness are located right in their torsos. These 
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include the thyrnos (élv~), which is the generator of motion and 

emotion, and the noos (v605), the cause of ideas and images. "All 

mental phenomena are in one way or another distributed sa as to fall 

in the sphere of either of the two organs. "3 Thus, \>'nen Ciree w.!.shes 

to express her amazement at Odysseus' ability to d._ink her potion and 

yet retain his manly form, she el{claims "sorne ~~eady will is in your 

breast" (10.329). '" Psyche (!fl/X'I), the ward which later Greeks use for 

soul, has no connection wi th thinking or feeling in Homer. He uses 

the ward ln a more primitive sense; for him, psyche is "the force 

which keeps the human being al1ve."4 Homer 5eems to take the 

presence of psyche for granted in the living man and thus has little 

to say about it, Only at the moment of death does the E~yche take on 

a separate existûnce and become notable. Then it i5 breathed ft.::i...ch 

to fly off ta Hades, leaving usually through the mouth. The corpse 

which it leaves behind Homer calls the soma (o-tJ,u.<\) , the term which 

later Greeks generally used for "body." But, as AristarchuD, the 

great Alexandrine editor of Homer was the first ta notice, Homer 

never uses t.his word in reference to a living person. 5 When he 

wishes to refer to sOllleone' s physical being, he uses one of two words 

meaning "limbs," avoiding the more general or abstract term. 

This linguistic analysis strongly suggests that the Greeks of 

Homer' 13 time did not even conceive of a human being' 13 having a mental 

or spiritual lite not expressed directly through the body. In the 

3 Snell, The Discovery of Hind, p. 9. 

4 Snell, p. 8. 

5 Snell, p. 6. 
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epics, the whole person i5 exposed and present in his words and 

act.ions. Only rarely--as when Odysseus debates whether to use 

honeyed words to persuade Nausicaa to help him, or whether irnrnedi

ately to seize her knees--do we sense a reserve of consciousness 

within. Because the Homeric character is exposed, he is vulnerable 

to the forces of emotion and danger pressing upon him and he shares 

this vulnerability with all other human beings, including servants 

and women. With the possible exception of Odysseus, whose mental 

suppleness looks forward to that of heroes to come, he does not know 

how to retreat into the refuge of his own consciousness or how to put 

distance between himself and the moment. 

Only when the unit y of a Homeric character is undone, at death, 

does his psyche come into its own. Yet what a paltry existence it 

cornes into. Depri ved of their powers of physical expression, the 

shades or psyches in Hades are pitiable, pale and vapid. They 

represent astate to which no sane Homeric Greek would conceivably 

aspire. Since sal vation, or any afterlife other than fame (kleos), 

is not a motivating factor in Homer, hj 13 characters live richly, 

sensuously in the present. In vocabulary this focus results in an 

abundance of concrete nouns and precise verba, but practically no 

abstractions. He uses no less than nine different verbs to denote 

the operation of sight, many of them connoting certain expressions in 

the eyes; by the classical age this choice of verbs had shrunk te 

two.6 Clearly, the Greeks lost as \~ell as gained as their thought 

moved from concrete and primitive modes to more abstract and sophis-

6 Snell, pp. 1-7. 
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ticated ones. 

In the era between Homer and Plato, the discovery of mind went 

hand in hand with the discovery of soul. Whether the word logos 

(AO~01), meaning Reason as an ordering principle in the cosmos and 

also reason within the individual human being, or psyche predomina tes 

in the work of a writer seems to depend on his intellectual or 

spiritual bent. Both words are used to connote the inner life, the 

power of human consc~ousness. The first writer to call the soul of a 

living man psyche was Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 500 B.e.); in his 

opinion the soul was endowed with qualities which differed greatly 

from those of the body and physical organs.7 Heraclitus, however, 

did not invent the soul-body distinction; it was already current in 

the Orphic religion, whose original doctrinal literature has not sur-

vived, though we know of its existence through other ancient 

sources.8 

The early sixth century B.C. was a time of considerable activity 

in the Orphic sect, a mystery-religion believed to have been revealed 

to mankind by Orpheus, a legendary priest and musician of prehistoric 

Thrace. "Mankind" is here probably the accurate generic term, for 

Orpheus, according to at least one later writer, would not allow 

women to participate in the group' s rites or to enter the sacred 

precincts.9 He preached a radically new ethical doctrine, stressing 

7 Snell, p. 17. 

8 W. K. C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion (London, 1952), 
p. 11. 

9 Guthrie, pp. 49-50. 

_____________________________________________________________________ ~ __ .aM8 __ .. ~~~ .... &#&# 
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vegetarianism, asceticism and individual responsibility for moral 

choice. These practices were thought to purify the soul, whose 

earthly existence was regarded as a temporary punishmcI.t, part of a 

cycle of reincarnations which might eventually end in permanent 

liberation from the body and a blissful existence in the highest 

heaven. Meanwhile, hO'.;<:::!ver, the impure soul was doomed to lengthy 

periods of residence in the house of Hades in between earthly 

incarnations. Obviously, the Orphies held a dualistic view of human 

nature; they believed it had a spiritual or divine portion, deriving 

from the god Dionysos, and an inferior, physi'.::al one, deriving from 

the Titans who had consumed Dionysos. 

Because many Orphie concepts are familiar to us from Christi-

anity and Buddhism, it is difficult to see them in perspective, to 

appreciate fully the originality of the sect. For the first time in 

history, it would appear, a religio~s reformer was preaching the 

possibility of transcending the earthly cycle of life and death--the 

cycle which had long been held to be holy in itself by believers in 

the goddess religions.lO The Orphies aspired to become immutable and 

divine. They could do so, howcver, only at the priee of scorning 

their inescapably mutable bodies, of becoming divided in their own 

humanity. 

Orphism was a demanding religion. Although its promise of an 

escape from death may have had universal human appeal, its insistence 

on an ascetic way of life did not. It remained a religion of the 

10 The legendary Orpheu~ was probably one or two generations 
older than the Buddha, who preached a similar message later in the 
sixth century B.C. 
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few, in spite of the influence of certain portions of ils doctrine on 

sorne of the greatest minds of Greece, including Pythagoras and 

Plato.ll 

Pythagoras, in fact, may have been the author of sorne of the 

lost Orphie literature.12 Born in Samos in 549 B.C., he was renowned 

in his own time as a spiritual leader and philosopher as well as a 

mathematician. He and his followers founded several spiritual 

communities where many of the Orphie precepts, including vegetarian-

ism and Dloodless sacrifice, became part of dail}' life. The best 

known of these was at Croton in southern Italy. Though they wor-

shipped Apollo instead of the Orphies' Dionysos, the Pythagoreans too 

practised asceticism and purification, holding their goods in comnon 

and shunning material wealth and unnecessary physical pleasures. The 

saying "soma equals sema" (or "body equals tomb"), which echoes so 

clearly in certain Platonic dialogues, particularly the Phaedo, could 

have originated among either the Orphies or the Pythagoreans. 

Philolaus, a Pythagorean contemporary of Socrates, wrote that 

"ancient theologians and priests testify that the soul is conjolned 

to the body through a certain punishment, and that it is buried in 

this body as in a sepulchre."13 

Although this bias against the flesh has, historically, often 

Il Guthrie, pp. 206, 157. 

12 Ion of Chios, a fifth-century authority, says that Pythdgoran 
composed poems under the name of Orpheus. E. R. Dodds, The Greeks 
and the Irrational (Berkeley, 1951), p. 149. 

13 Quoted in Iamblichus, Life of pythagoras, trans. Thomas 
Tay]or (London, 1818), p. 267. 
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been generalized to include a bias against women as producers and 

enticers of the flesh, the Pythagoreans were scrupulous about not 

doing sa. Women were full participating members in their com-

munities, which must have been among the few places in the ancient 

Mediterranean world where a sexual double standard was not toler-

ated.14 Pythagoras was interested in the human as weIl as the 

mathematical and celestial aspects of harmony. He believed that its 

presence in a marriage depended upon mutual fidelity.15 

'l'he Orphie and Pythagorean tradition was almost certainly of 

great influence on Plato, nourishing the tran:'lcendental and metaphys-

ical elements in his thought. In 390 B.e. he visited a Pythagorean 

community in West Greece, and he maintained a lifelong friendship 

with one of their sect.16 The Soc rates of the Phaedo, imprisoned and 

awaiting the hemlock on the day of his death, is a noble and 

courageous spokesman for this metaphysical tradition. Explaining to 

his friends why he views death as liberatlon rather than as loss or 

tragedy, and why he has no fear of it, he says "Death is, that the 

body separates from the soul, and remains by itself apart from the 

soul, and the soul, separated from the body, exists by itself apart 

from the body. Is death anything but that?"17 He is convinced this 

separation will make genuine gratification possible, for "so long as 

14 Iamblichus, pp. 30, 37. 

15 Iamblichus, pp. 37, 162-163. 

16 Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 209; the Oxford 
Classical Dictionary (Oxford, 1970, 2nd ed.), p. 839. 

17 Plato, Phaedo, 64C, in Great Dialogues of Plato, trans. 
W. H. D. Rouse (New Yo~k, 1958), n. 467. 
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we have the body with us in our enquiry, and our soul i3 mixed up 

with so great an evil, we shall never attain sufficiently what we 

desire, and that, we say, is the truth."18 Employing a metaphor both 

powerful and disturbing, he sees the soul as crucified in its 

physica1 existence: "each pleasure and pair. seem3 to have a nai1, 

and nails the soul to the body and pins it on and makes it bodily, 

and so it thinks the same things are true which the body says are 

true. "19 The only adequate palliative for this kind of exquisite 

spiritual torture is, Socrates believes, philosophia (~J)..ocrocf;"), or 

the love of wisdom. "Those who love wisdom are practising dying, and 

death to them is the least terrible thing in the world. "20 

Socrates, as Plato tells it, never suffers a failure of nerve; 

he enters death with his faith in the immortality of the soul intact. 

Those of his friends who cry, overcome by sadness, he gently rebukes. 

For this reason also he sends his wi fe away. 21 In the Phaedo the 

judgement of ear.thly, physical life as a sentence, as an unwelcome 

and forced distraction from the real life elsewhere, of truth, stands 

18 Phaedo, 66B, p. 469. 

19 Phaedo, 83D, p. 488; Plato .=mphasizes the concept of nailing 
\ ~ ~ 

by using two different words, trpoO"'II\O l and n-fJocr~ov'f., to describe 
it. 

20 Phaedo, 67E, p. 470. 

21 "Then when Xanthippe saw us, she cried out in lamentation and 
said as women do, , 0 Socrates! Here is the last time your friends 
will speak to you and you to them!' 

Socrates glanced at Criton and said quietly, , Please let someone 
take her home, Criton.'" Phaedo, GOA, p. 462. 

Although Socrates' dismissal of his wife i3 not harsh, it 
indicates, at the very least, that he considers his ernotionally 
restrained male friends more appropriate intimates with whom to share 
the moments befor"l his death. 

J 
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unappealed. 

Just as the Greek philosophers came to value a man's soul or 

reasonable consciousness as the essential, superior part of his 

nature, 50 the Greek people gradually carne to reverence those gods 

who lived on the lofty, clear heights of Olympos, far removed from 

the older generation of Titans whose bodies had been molded from 

earth and from their moUler Ge, the ancient Earth Goddess herself. 

By the time Homer wrote, this revolution had already taken place in 

oral poetry, although it seems to have had little popular impact 

because all over Greece local nature and fertility deities were seill 

being worshippe..i at country shrines .22 In the following century 

Hesiod extolled the Olympian revolution in his Theogony, a long poem 

which makes clear that the struggle between sky gods and earth gods 

was often a struggle between male and female deities. "Hesiod makes 

a polar tension between male and female a primary fact of his 

cosmology."23 At issue in this struggle was not only 

sovereignty, but also control of reproduction. 

As Hesiod tells it, after Zeus defeated the Titans he con-

solidated his power through the impressive feat of giving birth to 

Athena out of his he ad . Zeus' self-sufficient reproductive pmler 

resulted from his incorporation of his first wife Metis while she was 

22 See particularly Lewis Farnell's pages on the profusion of 
local Artemises during the pre-classical period in his section on 
that goddess in Vol. II of The Cults of the Greek States. 

23 Marylin B. Arthur, "Early Greece: Origins of the Western 
Attitude Toward Women" in Arethusa, 6, 24. 
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pregnant. A Titaness "wiser than aIl gods and mortal men" and able 

to change her form at will, Metis neverthele3s was deceivsd by Zeus' 

guile and literally swallowed whole by him! 24 No myth could speak 

more clearly about male assimilation of formerly female powers, or 

reflect more directly men's growing control over women's sexuality 

and power to t~produce. 

In the Theogony Hera angrily retaliates by giving birth to 

Hephaestos without male help, but a more important sequel to the 

story of Athena's birth is told in the Homerie Hymn to the Delphian 

Apollo. In this Hymn Apollo crosses the sea to Delphi and fights a 

she-dragon (6p;'K~}V",) to take possession of the shrine. We are told 

that this dragon--Iater called Python--has been the nurse to Typhon, 

the monstrous child whom Hera brought forth to spite Zeus after 

Athena's birth. Because of the similarity of their names, it is 

reasonable to suppose that Python and Typhon are the same creature. 25 

Later versions of the myth add the detail that Python guarded the 

shrine for the goddess Ge, who herself spoke the oracles.26 When 

Apollo, the most radiant and pe:::-fect of the sons of Zeus, slays the 

dragon and takes possession of the sacred spaee: his victory puts the 

seal on those his father has already won. These myths al~o makc Lhe 

incidental point that the chlldren Zeus fathers without Hera' s help 

24 Hesiod, Theogony, 11. 886-891; trans. Apostolos N. 
Athanassakis (Baltimore, 1983). 

25 Joseph Fontenrose, in Python: A Study of the Delphic My th 
and its Origins (Berkeley, 1959), pp. 13-14, discusses the events 
narrated in the Homeric Hymn and makes this suggestion. 

26 Fontenrose, p. 15. 
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(Athena, Apollo) are vastly superior to the ill-shapen ones she 

brings forth without hi8 aid. Even at the quintessentially female 

business of reproduction, Hera is outclassed. 

That Apollo was an intruder at Delphi i8 borne Out by archae-

ological evidence as weIl as myth. The French excavators of the site 

have concluded that a female deity appeared at Delphi sometime after 

the Neolithic and think that she was Mother Earth.27 They have found 

numerous terracotta statuettes of nude female figures and animaIs, 

including sorne from the Corcyrian grotto high up on 

Parnassos, which may have been the location of the oldest oracle. 

The rich, complicated history of Delphi is that of the mainstream of 

ancient Greek religion: the story of the overthrow of a female 

deity, immanent in nature and embodying fertility, by the most 

transcendent and removed of the male Olympians, the god associated 

above aIl others with light, form and the clarity of reason. The 

only female deity worshipped at the site after 700 B.e. was the 

cerebral and virginal Athena, Apollo's closest female counterpart 

because she is untainted by the wildness which clings to his sis ter 

Artemis. The terra ces around the lovely lower sanctuary of Athena 

Pronaia at Delphi have, ironically, proved to be especially ri ch in 

yielding abjects from the older goddess cult.28 

Greek religion, however, also proceeded apart from the main-

stream. The continuity of worship of earth-related goddesses at 

27 Nilsson, The Minoan-Mycenaean Religion, pp. 467-468; 
Fontenrose, p. 418. 

28 Fontenrose, p. 418. 

J 
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Eleusis from Mycenaean to Roman times is proof enough that the old 

deities could remain powerful even after the newer ones had tri-

umphed. The democratic cast to the worship at Eleusis, where slaves 

and foreigners (providing they spoke Greek) were permitted to become 

initiates differed greatly from the emphasis which the priests of 

Apollo at Delphi placed upon the sumpt:,H'ÙS gifts of kings and city-

states. The survival of the rites at Eleusis, even as the concept of 

deity ~ias becoming elevated above nature, is testimony to the 

tremendous vitality and intellect'.lal tolerance of ancient Greek 

culture. So is the existence of impressively strong and eloquent 

women characters in Athenian drama at a time when Athenian citizen 

women, except for participation in religious festivals, were expected 

to remain secluded within their households and to avoid any kind of 

public reputation.29 Generalizationa about the ascendancy of male 

over female in Greek society or mind over matter in Greek philosophy 

and religion, no matter how carefully arrived at, cannot do complete 

justice to the complexity of the culture. 

What about the actual social position of Greek women? Did it 

change substantially between Homer's time and the time in which 

allegorical commentary began to develop? Answers to these question3 

must be somewhat tentative, for the only evidence about the positjon 

of Greek women c. 750-700 B.C. derives from HomeL's poems themselves, 

and these poems mingle the customs of Homer's own Ionian s0ciety with 

29 Perie les stressed in his Funeral Oration that respectable 
women should have no public reputation, whether for good or for i11; 
Thucydides, 2.46. 
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those of a much older, aristocratie Mycenaean one. 

Social organization in the Iliad and the Odyssey is thoroughly 

patriarchal. Except for Circe and Calypso, island goddesses exempt 

from human institutions, we see no instance of a temale's living 

independently or holding property in her own right. L1~, one of 

the words Homer uses for "wife," is the same term used in legal 

documenttl of the fifth centurYi it derives from a root meaninq "to 

tame" or "to bring under the yoke." In both Homer' s poems and the 

Periclean era women's sexuality was very much brought under the yoke 

of the double standard. "Concubinage, even open concubinage, is 

permitted to husbands [in the Homeric epicsJ but not to their 

wives."30 Although prostitution and homosexuality flourished in 

fifth-century Athens and offered socially acceptable alternatives to 

conjugal sexuality for men, every attempt was made to confine the 

erotic life of citizen women to the marriage bed, for the dut y they 

)/ 
owed above aIl others to their household (02KOS), and to the state 

(j};,,~;) as a union of households, was ta provide legitimate heirs. 31 

It would seem, then, that the actual position of women did not alter 

greatly in the intervening three centuries. Yet nowhere in the lliad 

or the Odyssey do we find any disparaging comments about women's 

role, nor do we find the expressions of misogyny which became quite 

30 W. B. Stanford, The Ulysses Theme (Oxford, 1954), p. 45. 

31 Marylin Arthur cites the work of Hans Julius Wolff on Greek 
marriage law, which "has demonstrated that the fundamental principle 
which governed the legal relations between individuell, fam~ly and 
state in the Greek pOlis was that which defined the polis as an 
aggregation of oikoi"; "Or!gins of the Western Attitude Towards 
Women, " p. 32. 
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common in later Greek literature. What has changed by the fifth 

century is the attitude towards women.32 

Homer emphasizes women's inclusion in society as a whole, rather 

than her exclusion.33 In his portrait of Arete making decisions of 

state on Phaeacia, and in Odysseus' elaborate comparison of 

Penelope' s character to that of a just king reigning over a fertile 

land, we sense that the poet fully believes women to be capable of 

noble decision and action. They take part in feasts in the great 

halls as assuredly as in domestic work in their own quarters. And 

in the magnificent scenes between Odysseus and Penelope in Books 

Nineteen and Twenty-three, Homer shows their marriage to be based 

upon mutual affection and respect: a union of two human beings who, 

no matter what the customs of their time ntay have proscribed, regard 

each other as equals. 

Whether Romer's respect for women and lack of misogyny reflect 

his own enlightenment more than his culture's, we cannot know for 

certain. It is likely, however, that tne Greek citie5 in Ionia were 

affected by the freer attitudes towards women current in Anatolia. 

Since o~al poetry is a communal enterprise and Homer probably the 

most gifted of shapers rather than originator, it i5 reasonable to 

32 The position of women differed considerably in different 
parts of Greece during the classical periodi Spartan women, for 
instance, were less restricted than their Athenian counterparts. 
l will focus exclusively on Athens, however, because it figured most 
strongly in the development of cultural attitudes about the sexeB. 

33 Arthur, p. 14. Occasionally, however, Homer doe~ show d 

woman being exc~'lded, as when Telemachos (11.356-359 and 12.350-353) 
formulaically tells his mother to go to her room and attend to her 
own work rather than to the work of men, which concerna war. 

----------------------------------------------------____ ~ .... ~aa ...... __ ~~ 
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suppose that the regard for women expressed in the epics was consis-

tent with his society' s. Within a cent ury and a haH of Home.L" s 

time, his poems were known throughout the Greek ma inland, standarù-

ized in text, and used as a basis for education. 34 They may have 

helped to temper the negative attitudes towards women becoming 

dominant in Attica. 

Hesiod, in the seventh centl.lry B.e., can fairly be regarded as 

the father of Greek misogyny. His accvunt of the creat ion and deeds 

of the first woman, Pandora, in Works and Days rivaIs the Genesis 

account of Eve and the Fall in its scapegoating of the femaie sex. 

~ I.~ '" Pandora is a "beautiful evil," a "'VIOl! l(ot#<.fJV, whom Zeus bestows upon 

mankind in reta Uation for Prometheus' theft of fire. Though golden 

Aphrodite has shed grace on her head, 2:eus has commanded Hermes "to 

put in her a bitch' s mind and a thieving heart." 35 Ali the plagues 

which blight humanity can be blamed on her, for it is her curiosity 

which has freed them from the box in which they were confined. 

Hesiod regards Pandora and her sex as a "steep trap from which thore 

is no escape." One feels that he, like St. Paul, would counsel 

universai celibacy if only it would not result in the suicide of the 

species. Since marriage and the propagation of children are neces-

sary, he advises the prospective groom to assure himse1f of the upper 

34 The standardization is thought to have oecurred in the tirne 
of Peisistratos and his sons in Athens, c. 530-510 B.C.; sec 
Stanford' s introduction to the Greek text, xxvii. 

35 'fhis and the next quotation are taken from the pandora 
passage, 11.42-105 of Works and Days, as it i3 translated by Mary R. 
Lefkowitz in Women' s Life in Greeee and Rome, ed. I.efkowitz and 
Maureen Fant (Baltimore, 1982), p. 13. 
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hand by choosing a much younger wife: "You are at the right age to 

bring a wife to your hou se when you are not much less than thirty, 

and not rnuch more . Your wife should be four years past puberty 

and be married to you in the fifth. Marry a virgin so you can teach 

her good habits. "36 Hesiod' s hostility wad echoed by the poet-

philosopher Semonides and, in the next century, by Phocylides, both 

of whom compare women to species of lifestock. 37 His opinion that 

mature men should choose teenage brides became accepted social 

custom. In fifth-century Athens, young citizen girls moved directly 

from the sequestered quarters of their fathers' houses to the 

sequestered chambers of their husbands', seemingly without any 

interval of schooling or life in the open air. 38 Under such circum-

stances, the life of newlyweds must have had overtones of father-

daughter incest. The ideal young wife was pliable, eager to be 

36 Works and Days, 11.695-699; trans. by Lefkowitz in Women's 
Life, p. 14. 

37 Sarah B pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves 
(New York, 1975), p. 49. 
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38 Evidence for the seclusion of citizen women in Athens is both 
literary and archaeological. Helene P. Foley, who has reviewed the 
relevant surviving prose, notes that orators praised the modesty of 
female relatives who were embarrassed to di ne even with male kinsmen. 
She further notes that "in sorne laI>' court cases witnesses had to be 
produced to certify the existence of a respectable wife, a woman who 
was referred to only by the name of her husband and father." See 
"The Conception of Women in Athenian Drama" in Reflections of nomen 
in Ant iquity, ed. Helene P. Foley (New York, 1981), pp. 130-13l. 

House plans of the time, as they have been reconstructed by 
archaeologists, place the andron, or men' s dining room, near the 
street and far removed from the women' s quarters, suggesting that 
respectable women did not attend symposia even in their own house
ho1ds. Plans are included in Susan Walker' s article "Women and 
Housing in Classical Greece" in .Images of Women in Antiquity, ed. 
Averil Cameron and Amélie Kuhrt (Detroit, 1983), pp. 81-91. 
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instructed by her husband even in matters of household economy. When 

Socrates, in Xenophon' s Oeconomicus, asks lschomachus whether his 

wife came to him as a good household manager or was educated to 

become one, he receives this reply: "How, Socrales, .. eould she 

have known anything when l took her, sinee she eame to me when she 

was not yet fifteen, and had lived under diligent supervision in 

order that she might see and hear as little as possib~e and a8k the 

fewest possible questions?"39 Any reservations that Ischomaehus 

might have had about the rightness of his domestic arrangements are 

laid to rest by his beliefs. Sinee women have "fearful souls," he 

tells Socrates, "the god directly prepared the women' s nature for 

indoor works and indoor concerns. "40 

l8 Ischomachus' attitude an exaggerated caricature? That seems 

very doubtful, considering the status of women in Athenian law. 

Under Solon' s lega1 code, adopted when democracy was founded in the 

ear1y sixth century, women were 1ifelong 1egal minors who had no 

political rights and praetically no financial ones. The only women 

who could hold property were heiresses--and they (even if already 

married) were legally bound to marry their next of Kin 50 that their 

property would stay within their father's househo1d. One notorious 

statute permitted a young woman who lost her virginity before 

marriage to be sold into s1avery by her fat:.her or guardian. 41 

39 Xenophon, Oeconomicus, VII. 5; trans. Carnes Lord, in 
Xenophon' s Socratic Discourse (Ithaca, 1976). 

40 Oeconomicus, VII.25,22 . 

41 Eva Keuls, The Reign of the Phallus (New York, 1985), p. 5. 

• 
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Another permitted a husband catching his wife in adultery to murder 

her lover.42 Athenian democracy, although it represented a great 

advance in political and intellectual freedom for men, appears to 

have further restricted the lives of women. Under the social and 

politicai structure of the city-state, women were recognized as an 

aspect of men's existence rather than as beings in their own right.43 

Yet their role in producing legitimate heirs for the household and 

citizens for the state was crucial to the state's survival. No 

wonder Athenian dramatists viewed the female sex with great unease. 

On the Greek stage the contradictions and paradoxes of the 

social system were exposed. Aristophanes often chose the ideological 

gulf between the sexes as his coroic terrain. Within this gulf, 

deception and misinformation seem ta have flourished. In the 

Thesmophoriazusae (11.502-503) he satirizes in passing the talse 

childbirths of his time. Apparently sorne men knew their wives so 

little that it was possible for these women to teign pregnancy and 

labor in order ta produce the purchased "heirs" who wouJd sa .... e tn'-;ffi 

from being divorced for barrenness. And in the Lysistrata he 

brilliantly exposes, thraugh the device of the sex strike, the 

fundamental dependence of the Athenian state on ~ts politically 

ignored women. 

It was in tragedy, however, that unease about the position of 

women found its most penetrating and disturbing expression. Athenian 

42 This statute provided the legal basis for LysidS' oration "On 
the Murder of "'ratosthenes"; Women's Life in Greece and Rome, p. 44. 

43 Arthur, "Origins of the Western Attitude Towards Women," 
p. 50. 
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tragedy is filled with female characte~s whose strength of presence 

has rarely been equaled on stage.44 In their remorsel~ssness, their 

willful eloquence, their insistence on public exercise of their own 

personal power, Aescyhlus' Clytemnestra and Euripides' Medea are the 

dark shadow of the radically privatized Athenian woman. Clytem-

nestra, by clalmlng the rlght ta rule and the right ta choose a 

lover, violates the bonds upon which most patriarchal societies have 

been based; Medea, by murdering her own children, violates the 

primary connection upon which aIl societies rest. And yet Medea, as 

Euripedes presents her, ls not an outcast beyond the reaeh of the 

audience's sympathies. He permits her to speak for all of her sex: 

Of aIl things which are living and ean form a judgement 
We women are the most unfortunate creatures. 
Firstly, with an exeess of wealth it is required 
For us ta buy a husband and take for our bodies 
A master; for not to take one i5 even worse. 
And now the question j s seriaus \-lhether we take 
A good or bad one; for there is no easy escape 
For a woman, nor can she say no to her marriage. 
She arrives among new modes of behavior and manners, 
And needs prophetie power, unless she has learned at home, 
How best to manage him who shares the bed with her. 

44 Readers and scholars for generations have been puzzling over 
this paradox. How could a society 30 repressive of women produee 
sueh strong female dramatic characters? We need to remember that the 
tragedies are set in the distant, mythic past--which may be eternal 
in the unconscious or in the imagination, but which i3 not etarnal in 
social customs. Philip Slater.- ' s thesis in The Glory of liera (Bc9ton, 

1968) is that this mythic past is also wi thin the individual menory, 
repressed or unrepressed, of every Athenian male who Wd3 dominated at 
the beginning of his life by a much stronger woman, his mother. 
Slater further argues that the more repressive of women a society is, 
the mera likely a woman is te find an out let for ber frustrdted sense 
of personal power in the domination of her children, who grow up with 
extremely ambjvalent feelings toward her. The dramatist, he be
lieves, is gifted with intuitive access te this primal material and 
awakens the audience to its reality. 

l find Slater's thesis psychelogically convincing, although not 
wholly explanatory of the phenomenen that was Athenian drarna. 
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And if we work out aIl this weIl and carefully, 
And the husband lives with us and lightly bears his yoke, 
Then life is enviable. If not, l'd rather die. 
A man, when he's tired of the company in his home, 
Goes out of the house and puts an end to his boredom 
And turns to a friend or companion of his own age. 
But we are forced to keep our eyes on one alone.45 

Meder's words here seem to be an unexaggerated assessment of the 

lives of citizen women. Furthermore, they accomplish her objective 

of persui'lfling thE.' chorus of Corinthian women to support her. The 

chorus vows not to tell their king that Medea, a foreigner, is 
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planning a revenge upon Jason that will also do him harm. Euripldes, 

with brilliant iconoclasm, imagines a situation in which the com-

pliant silence of women is turned against the state. Understandably, 

his play did not win the state-sponsored festival competition in the 

year (431 B.C.) it was presented. 

Drama is the most subversive of literary genres bncause it 

depends upon conflict for plot and because it grants even "evil" 

characters a full personal voice. In its reverberant, torchlit spa ce 

the world can be turned upside down. Athenian drama remains the best 

evidence of the far-reaching commitment to freedom by the society 

wh~ch produced it. Yet because this prized freedom was not made 

available to women--who were then ill-respected because they did not 

possess it--Athenian society undermined its own ideal of human 

dignity. 

The attitudes whose development l have traced--the inclination 

45 Euripides, Medea, 11. 230-247, trans. Rex Warner in The 
Complete Greek Tragedies, ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore 
(Chicago, 1959), III, 66-67. 
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to tâke pride in newly discovered powers of mind and to view them as 

on1y tenuously connected with the bociy, the tendency to conceive of 

the divine as transcendent rather than earth-connected and immanent, 

and the inclination to regard women with increased disrespect--are 

al1 part of the climate of thought in which allegory was invented. 

Seeking for causal connections among currents of thought within this 

climate is, however, hazardous. To argue that the development of 

allegorical thinking depended upon a prior tradition of misogynistic 

thought would be patently absurdo Yet there is sorne connection, r 

believe, between the two. Both of these phenomena l see as indica-

tive of the general trend in Greek culture to view the elevated as 

the good, and of the wish to use reason to impose meaningful order on 

the random or uncontrolled.46 In Homer' s time logos (À~~05) was not 

sharply distinguished from !!!y':thos ftù..l).SO$); both words simply meant 

"the spoken word." But gradually their usage became more 3pecific: 

mythos came to mean the word in its most ancient aspect, a3 in 

stories about origins; and logos came to mean the word rdtionally 

conceived. On1y after this cleavage was made cou Id allegorical 

commentary develop, for it ,::onsists of the operation of logos upon 

mythos, with mythos, 50 to speak, as the patient spread out nn the 

table. Dualistic by its very nature, alJegorical commentary empha-

sizes values and judgments, the discovery of meaning in texts. Once 

46 Again, once this over-under kind of dualistic thinking 
developsr women tend to be the natural occupants of the lower 
category of the dualism because of their intimate connection with the 
body, childbirth and sexuallty. Anatomy apparently makes it ea3ier 
for men than for women to convince themselves that they are pre
eminent1y creatures of mind. 

• 
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invented, it lent itself very easily to the expl.ession of negati ve 

attitudes eurrent towards women, as the eonunentary on Ciree makes 

plain. 

The first leader who professed to see an underlying symbolie 

sense in Homer was Theagenes of Rhegium, who lived in the later part 

of the sixth century and may have been a Pythagorean. His commentary 

on the battle of the gods in Iliad xx was preserved by Porphyry, 

almost eight hundred yearz later. According to Theagenes, the strife 

beween divinities does not really represent deity at war with itself, 

but rather the strife between different elements of nature--Apollo 

representing fire, Poseidon water, etc.--or between different 

faculties of the sou1.47 Theagenes may have been defending Homer 

from charges by Xenophanes of Colophon that his gods were immoral, or 

he may have been merely exercising a taste for symbolie thinking. So 

little evidence survives from the sixth eentury that it is impossible 

to know whether the original impetus for allegorical thinking was 

defer.-üve or positive. 

Jean Pépin, who has studied the subject more thoroughly than 

anyone else, surmises that the Pythagoreans, holding Homer in high 

esteem, developed their own symbolie exegesis of his work and used it 

in their purifications. 48 If so, it has been lost. Pépin' s theory 

47 Jean Pépin, Mythe et allègoire (paris, 1976), p. 97. 

48 Pépin, p. 96. Aceording to Iamblichus, p. 41, Pythagoras 
believed that he himself had once been Eurphorbos, a character from 
the Iliad, in a former life. Diogenes Laertius, however, reports 
that Pythagoras, in one of his journeys to the underworld, saw Homer 
being tormented for lies he had told about the gods; Cynthia Thomp
son, "Stoic Allegory of Homer" (Diss., Yale, 1973), p. 36. 
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makes good sense, however, for the Pythagoreans were known to 

communicate symbolically with each other, especially in the presence 

of non-initiated strangers. Accustomed as they were to look for the 

soul within the persol1, t!".~y must a180 have been inclined t"o look for 

the soul, or underlying meaning, within a text. 

{ / 

This underlying meaning was known as the hyponoia (VO"OV010\) , 

literally the "undersense"; the first surviving use of the term cornes 

from the fourth century B.C., though it must have been eurrent before 

then.49 The term allegoria (i<M"r~p10\)' meat.ing literally "saying 

something else," may have been used by Stoic philosophers in the 

third century B.C., but the first sure attestation occurs in rhetori-

cal contexts of the filst century B.e. Only slightly la ter, Philo of 

Alexandria, applying the tradition of philosophieal interpretation of 

texts to the Pentateuch, uses both terms in his commentary. Subse-

quently both terms are used by Nea-Platonists and Christian writers. 

Plato's attaek on Homer and ether poets in The Repub1ic gave 

urgeney ta the development of a11egorieal interpretation, for new it 

became necessary to prove that the stories in the epies were not 

blasphemous or merely frivolous. What, specifically, are Plato's 

charges againsl Homer? First, that he lies about the gods, attri-

buting to them crimes of parricide, deception and adultery not 

reeoneiliable w~th the idea of a divinity wholly good and immutable. 

(2.377-380). Seeoncl, that Homer presents death as a terrible 

misfortune, to be lamented by the living, when in reality death 18 

49 AlI information in this paragraph is trom Cynthia Thompson, 
"Stoie Allegory of Homer," pp. 21-22. 

• 



92 

not astate to be feareà (3.386-388). In Book Ten Plato develops the 

n.ore general chargt'" that provides the philosophical basis for the 

others: that poetry is inherently faise because, as an imitation of 

earthly life which is itself but an imperfect representation of the 

Ideal, poetry is at Ieast two removes from truth and thus must appeal 

to an infe.ior part of the soul in its listeners (10.597-605). For 

aIl these reasons, Plato would ban poets from his republic and 

prevent them from corrupting the minds of youth. Even if Homer's 

objectionable tales have an underlying moral meaning, he says, they 

are not to be read or sung in his state, for young people cannot 

distinguish between the allegoricai and the literaI (2.379). Plato's 

awareness tt.at Homer' s poems were claimed to have underlying moral 

meaning shows that the tradition of allegory had begun to develop 

during or before his time. 

The wish ta defend Homer from Plato's charges was a primary 

motive among early allegorical commentatorsi they believed they could 

do 50 rnost effectively by stealing their opponents' fire, by finding 

philosophy within the epics. No wr~ter of the time seems ta have 

thought of defending myti.i:: pùetry on its own grounds against the 

virulence of this attack. This sort of defense would not occur until 

the time of the German Romantics, until sufficient centuries had 

elapsed for thinkers to gain perspective upon reason itself. 

Instead, early supporters of Homer tended to share Plato's assump-

tians even as they argued against him. As might be expected, they 

read the Odyssey as a parable of the reasonable, temperate soul who 

stays on course in spite of an alluring assortment of carnai tempta-

--------------------------------------------------------------.................. ~-~ .................. .. 
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tions. The complexity and balance of Homer's version of the Circe-

Odysseus myth, whieh defy shaping to any clear and simple moral 

pattern, are ignored by the allegorical writeo,s. Instead, they focus 

on the moment of Odysseus' drinking Ciree' s potion and on his meetillg 

with Hermes before it. If we had to divine the story through 

allusions in non-Homeric classical and Renaissance sources, we wou Id 

have great difficulty discovering that Odysseus consented to become 

Circe's lover or that she gave him directions to find his way home. 

These commentators shear the whole last. half of the myth away. Their 

work shows how readily bias can be established as truth and, once 

established as such, how tenaciously it can flourish. 

The ancients distinguished between two types of allegory, 

physical and moral. Physical allegory, to which historical exegesis 

was closely al1ied, a~tempted to relate Homer's poems to the familiar 

material world, to point out, for instance, the precise geographic 

locations of his fab1ed is1es. According to one writer of this 

persuasion, Circe was merely a highly skilled à1'0l,1pol.., like the 

educated courtes ans who flourished in the refined establishments of 

periclean Athens.50 Moral al1egory, which was far more ambitious, 

attempted to uncover the psychologie;, l or spiritual meaning of 

Homer's work. AlI the interpretations which r will discuss belong to 

this second category. 

TwO of Plato's contemporaries were the forgers of the Odysseus-

as-Reasonable-Soul interpretation. Antisthenes (455-360 B.C.), who 

50 Felix Buffiére, Les mythes d'Homére et la pensée grecque 
(Paris, 1956), p. 237. 
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foundeà the Cynics and :~fluenced the doctrines of the later Stoics, 

wrote many allegorical tracts on Homer, of which only fragments 

remain. According to him, it is Odysseus' temperance which permits 

him to escape the enchantments of Ciree, just as it is the gluttony 

of his eompanions whieh puts them at her merey.51 Perhaps this point 

of view derives ultimately from Soerates, the teacher of Antisthenes. 

In Xenophon's Memorabilia CI.3,7) Soc rates remarks that the counsel 

of Hermes. whom he thinks represents Odysseus' own temperance and 

repugnanee for taking food beyond the point of satiety, saves him 

from becoming a pig.52 Diogenes of Sinope (400-325 B.C.), a pupil of 

Antisthenes, put forth an interpretation which has more psychological 

subtlety and force. He views sensual pleasure, not merely gluttony, 

as the antithesis of reason. Ciree he regards as the personification 

of such pleasure, "more dangerous than aIl other enemies, because it 

attaeks treaeherously, like a magieal drug, and makes a siege against 

eaeh of the senses."53 

Behind Diogenes' words lies a distrust of the body. His 

imagination foeuses on the lives of Odysseus' men in the st Y and on 

the animals in Circe's yard. They are "brutes without reason," "the 

image of the soul beeome the pitiable slave of pleasure, immobilised 

by the easy life and incapable of reaction which would free them." 

"They serve her without ceasing, remain by her gate, without any 

51 Pépin, p. 107. 

52 Pépin, p. 107. 

53 Quoted by Pépin, p. 110. This and all other translations 
from the French, unless otherwise indicated, are mine. 
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des ire but for the voluptuousness which enslaves them, enduring a 

thousand other sufferings. "54 What did Diogenes make of Hermes' 

advice to Odysseus not to spurn Circe's offer of the pleasures of her 

bed, of Odysseus' own consent to this union and his year-lonq stay in 

her palace? No fraçments which survive addresB Buch matters. 

The next extant allegorical Interpretation of Circe's role in 

the Ody~~ ~ates from several centuries later, though it shows no 

discernible c.ifferences in perspective or conviction. The Homeric 

Allegorie.:! of Heracl i..tus55 is usually dated to the age of Augustus IJn 

the basis oE i~tern" . .L evidence; it is a collection of commentaries on 

selected passages of Homer, arrange1 according to thé order in which 

they appear in the epics. These comlll"ntaries show no trace of the 

mystical exegesis favored by the slightly later Neo-Platonist8. 

Because the value they uphold i8, above all, reason itself, they seem 

firmly within the Stoic tradition. Odysseus, to Heraclitus, repre-

sents .1isdom, the crown of all the virtues; he iB imbued with the 

Stoic sense of the Divine as "the right reason which penetra tes aIl 

things. "56 

Heraclitus introduces his work by taking cognizance of Plato's 

attack and saying "everything [in Homer] i8 profane, if nothing i8 

54 Diogenes, quoted in Dion Chrysostom, Oratio, 24-25; Pépin, 
pp. 110-111. 

55 Not Heraclitlls of Ephesus, but a later group of writers known 
collectively as Heraclitus the .4ythographer; Thomp30n, "Stoic 
Allegories," pp. 4-5. 

56 Zeno, St'Ücorum Veterum Fra,."'Tlenta, I.146i quoted by Dodds, 
The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 238. 
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allegorical. "57 Positive, of course, that everything is allegorical, 

he regards Homer' s verse as milk fit for suckling the young (1.5). 

Like other ancient interpreters, Heraclitus does not distinguish 

between what he sees in Homer and what Homer intended. He firmly 

believes that Homer himself is the allegorizer; whenever he uses the 

verb "to allegorize," Homer i8 its grammatical subject. 

The greater part of Heraclitus' discussion of the Odysseus-

Ciree encounter coneentrates on its prelude, Odysseus's meeting with 

Hermes. This most unpredictable and mercurial of gods represents, to 

( J; \ ,. 

Heraelitus, "reason of one' s own," 0 EfA-?POV "'O~05 (72.4) . His wings 

symbolize the rapidity of the spoken word, his epithets his propen-

sity to beam forth elarity. When Odysse:..:s speaks with this god he is 

actually conversing, according to Heraclitus, with the better part of 

himself (73.9). The gift of moly, the plant of dark, tenacious root 

and milky flower, aetually represents the eoming of wisdom, a virtue 

diffieult to aequire but luminous when possessed (73.10-12). Its 

presence is sufficient to overcome the powers of Ciree, who symbol-

izes--what else?--sensual pleasure. Ciree herself is not a major 

character in Heraclitus' exegesis, nor does he touch upon what 

transpires after Odysseus puts down her cup. Combining a sophistica-

tion which recognizes the divine as present in human intelligence 

with a 5implicity which ignores the inconvenient, Heraclitus' 

interpretation of the episode has proved remarkably long-lasting. It 

i5 occasionally expressed as the author's point of view even in 

57 Heraclitu8 [Mythographer), Allégories d' Homère, 1.1; ed. 
Felix Buffiere (Paris, 1962), p. 1. (Ï'T..'tl1'1I( ~~ ~o-J,:3"i~VJ d2 "",6;'v 

) ... \ l' 
O(~vv .... o0r" Il 0-<,:1/ • 
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twentieth-century Homeric commentary.58 

Pseudo-Plutarch, the unknown writer of a s~range, second-cent ury 

A.D. work call,'d The Life and Poetry of Homer, embraces a variety of 

Stoic, Pythagorean and Platonic influences in his Interpretation. 

His grand, inflated plan in the Life, which was once attributed to 

Plutarch, is t.o show that Homer i5 the source of a11 philosophy, and 

of rhetoric and several other human skills as weIl. He often states 

that Homer "hints at" (O(~vr't~fTJI.) various ideas of later thinkers, 

and he clearly regards the epics as a vast encyclopedia with a 

complex, somewhat obscure structure of meaning. 59 One of Ps.-

Plutarch's concerns is to demonstrate that the Platonic-pythagorean 

concept of the soul as immortal but temporarily imprisoned in the 

body derives from Homer. Accordingly, he views Circe as the doyenne 

of metempsychosis, presiding over the transit of souls from body to 

body, form ta form: 

The changing of the campan ions of Odysseus into pigs 
and that sort of creature, suggests that the souls of 
foolish men take on the forro of beastly animals, rushing 
into the turning circuit of all things, which is called 
Kirke by name and placed under the direction of the 
seemly child of Helios, living on the Island of Aiaia. 
And he [Homer] has called it that because men from the 
dead wail and lament there. The sensible man, Odysseus 
himself, does not suffer that kind of transformation 
because Hermes, who is reason, keeps him unharmed.60 

S~veral points here are worthy of notice. First, Ps. -P lutarch i8 

58 See, for instance, Hugo Rahner, Greek Myths and Christian 
Mystery, trans. Brian Battershaw (New York, 1963), pp. 181-222. 

59 Robert Lamberton, Homer the Theologian (Berkeley, 1986), 
p. 41. 

60 Ps.-Plutarch, The Life and Poetry of Homer, 126, in Plutarch, 
Moraliil, VII, ed. G. N. Bernadakls (Leipzig, 1896), p. 400. 

, 
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adapting and attributing to Homer a doctrine Socrates expounds in the 

~haedo, that the souls of the foolish (or cruel) are likely to be 

reGorn into animaIs whose natures match their own.61 Second, he does 

not see Ciree as representing bodily pleasure, as allegorists had 

been regarding her for severdl centuries, but as far more metaphyai

cal in her powers, aince she is the turner of the wheeL of incarna

tion. In this respect, he looks ahead to Porphyry and the Neo

Platonists, who believed that the signifieance of her name derived 

from its secondary meaning, "cirele." PS.-Plutarch's Odysseus 

remains in his usual role as Reasonable Soul, as capable of tri

umphing over rebirth as he is over pleasure. Once again the inter

pretation ends not at the Homeric episode's ending, but at the point 

of convenience to the interpreter. Did Odysseus' men suddenly gain 

wisdom in the st y, thus meriting their change back into men taller, 

more beautiful than before? If Ps.-Plutarch know8 what Hom~r i8 

hinting at in this second transformation, he prefers not to say. 

The rnost philosophical and detailed of all the ancient allegori

cal eommentaries on the episode is that of Porphyry (232-305 A.D.), a 

conternporary and student of Plotinus. Excerpted from an unknown work 

and preserved in the anthology of Stobaeus, it differs from the other 

interpretations discussed so far in that it uses the transformation 

of the sailors as the occasion for a fully-developed exposition of 

the fate of the soul after death. The empha8is i8 clearly on 

Porphyry's own abstract, Neo-Platonic ideas, only incidentally on the 

details of Homer's plot; thus the interpretation very nearly stands 

61 Plato, Phaedo, 81E-82B; p. 486. 



- in its own right. Porphyry doe$, however, see Circe as a personi-

fication, and his notion of what she personifies is connected with 

the secondary meaning of her name: 

Homer, for his part, c~lls the cyc1ica1 progress and 
rotation of metemsomatosis "Ciree," making her a chj Id 
of the sun, which ia con~tantly linking destruction 
with birth and birth back agaia with destruction and 
stringing them together.62 

He expands upon the interpretation offered a cent ury or so eariier 
by Ps. -Plutarch; 

Clearly, thia myth i8 a riddle concealing what Pytha-
goras ~nd Plato have said about the 80u1: that it 18 
indestructible by nature and eternal, but nOl: immune to 
experience and change, and that it undergoes change 
and transfer into other types of bodies when it qoes 
through what we calI "destruction" or "èeath" ... 
The urge for pleasure makes them lthe souls] long for 
their accustomed way of life in and through the flesh, 
and 50 they fall back into the witch' s brew of lf6V~o-15 , 
which truly mixes and brews together the immortal and 
the mortal, the ratic,al and the emotional, the 
Olympian and the terrestrial. The souls are bewitched 
and softened by the pleasures that lead them back 
again into '(~Vt!S.tr2), and at this point they have 
special need of great good fortune and self-restraint 
lest they fallow and give in to their worst parts and 
emotions and take on an accursed and beastly lite. 63 

Porphyry's view of Ciree, strangely, partakes of the ancient regard 

with which devotees beheld the Great Goddess. She, they believed, 
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both gave life and took it away, "constantly linking destruction with 

birth and birth back again with destruction." But wonder and fear 

are absent in Porphyry's account, replaced by a calmer note of 

62 Translated by Lamberton in Homer the Theologian, p. 116. 

/' 63 Lamberton' s translation, pp. 115-116. He l€'aves the word 
II'<6V~2.s untranslated because it is a technical term in later Platon
ism, referring ta the entire cycle of coming-to-be and passing away 
that is the existence of the sublunary realm. His translation of 
KlJK~~t/as "witch' s brew" seems a liberty which Porphyry may Dût have 
intended. 

& 
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understanding, by the perspective which sees the entire wheel of 

incarnations as a temporary, sublunary phenomenon from which the 

lucid soul yearns to be liberated. In Porpryry' s philosophy of 

transcendence, Circe is the Great Goddess of this world of r6V<!D"lS-

but this world is, finally, not the one that counts. His powers of 

intellectuaHzed beHef have put her in a lesser place. 

The great good fortune and self-restraint which Porphyry thinka 

will preserve souls from incarnation aa beaats are, once again, 

personified as Hermes, "in reality, reason [>,Ot05]. "64 The chief 

difference between the ways in which these Stoic and Neo-Platonic 

commentators regard reason is that while the former view it as an end 

in itself, Porphyry sees it as a quality pointing the way to the 

transcendent good. If we can judge adequately from the passages 

discussed, both philosophies have a pronounced and equal distrust of 

pleasure and sexuality. 

What a long, conv01uted path has been travelled sinee Homer 

shaped his tale of a mortal hero' s liaison with a divinity and of the 

trust and direction which evolved from it. In the dualistic and 

often simplistic writings of these early allegorical commentators, 

the sexual and the spiritual are thoroughly at war with each other; 

the human impulses towards pleasure and transcendence are presented 

as incompatible by nature. Homer' s view of human nature as unitary, 

at one with itself and open to the gods, seems to have dropped out of 

culture during the centuries following his poems' composition. 

64 Lamberton, p. 117. 
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It may be that "the maturing of human consciousness is reflected 

in the great step from mythos to logos." 65 If 50, we need to define 

this maturing also as a splitting, as a separation of consciousness 

from currents of life flowing both within and without the person. 

The characters in allegorical commentary go by the names of Homer's 

original heroes and deities, but they move in a diminiahed, less 

radiant world. As C. S. Lewis so eloquently puts it, "the goda died 

into allegory." 6 6 

The ancient commentaries we have looked at are not, it might 

weIl be argued, very important in themselves. Yet if we regard them 

as among the few extant texts of a once thriving and influential 

tradition, they take on undeniab1e consequence. These early a11e-

gorical Cirees mothered later poetic ones. 

65 Erich Kahler, "The Persistence of My th" in Chimera, Spring 
1946, p.3. 

66 C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love (London, 1936), p. 78. 

1 



1 

Chapter Four. The Legacy of Allegory. 

How was Ciree seen during the period from Hellerdstic times to 

late antiquity? To follow her traces through these centuries is to 

become aware of a complicated interplay between the poetic imagina-

tion and allegorical thinking. The Cirees of Apollonius Rhodius, 

Virgil and Ovid are aIl sa different from Homer's that they speak of 

non-Homeric influences upon them. Almost certainly, these poets were 

familiar with sorne of the moralistie interpretations of Homer's 

goddess diseussed in the previous chapter, and this familiarity 

entered into their reshapings of her. If we compare their Cirees 

with a tantalizing, two-line fragment from Alcman, writing in the 

seventh century B.C. before the allegorieal tradition developed, the 

older poel's freedom ta emphasize the positive in her character i8 at 

once noticeable. Alcman shows Ciree acting as a protector, applying 

wax with her own hands to the ears of Odysseus' men, 50 they might be 

saved from the Sirens' songs.1 

Four hundred years later, in the Argonautica of Apollonius 

Rhodius, this benevolence is gone and only her sinister strangeness 

remains. "Sinister" is too mild a ward for the Cirees of the two 

Roman poets, who see her as a profoundly dangerous natural force. 

Not surprisingly, Ovid's imaginative portrait of her was later to 

1 Alcman, Frag. 28 in Lyrica Graeca Selecta, ed. D. L. Page 
(Oxford, 1968), p. 23. 
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draw the attention of Christian allegorists, who perceived her as a 

kind of Eve raised ta a higher power, a demonic figure personifying 

the linkage between the feminine, the natural and the deadly. 

Stripped of its positive side, the Ciree archetype fit in remarkably 

weIl with Christian doctrines concerning the nature of women and 

sexuality which the early Church fathers promulgated during this 

period and passed on to the Middle Ages. 

By comparison, the Ciree of Apollonius Rhodius' Hellenistie epic 

is relatively innocuous. She dwells by herself near the head of the 

Adriatie and is visited in Book Four by Jason and Medea, who have 

escaped from Colchis via the Danube and the Rhone.2 Medea cornes ta 

her aunt ta be purlfied of the murder and dismemberment of her 

brother Absyrtus. Though Ciree obliges the pair, drenching them with 

the blood of a suckling pig, offering prayers to Zeus on their behalf 

and listening ta Medea's partial confession, she ls not eager ta have 

them linger and demands saon afterwards that they leave her houBe. 

She funetions more as a priestess than as a goddess, and Apollonius 

/ 
never uses the ward 8e~ in referenee to her. AlI in aIl, she i3 a 

minor eharaeter in the ~~!lautica, barely figuring in its plot but 

providing a stroke of the bizarre. 

Through the bizarre details of his portrait of her, Apollonius 

consistently associates Ciree with the aneient and the elemental. We 

first see her surrounded by a flock of nondescript monsters, neither 

2 Apollonius' location of Ciree's domain on the coast of Italy 
is indicative of his century, for by that time the focus of Greek 
exploration and trade had switched from East ta West. 

• 
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men nor beasts, who accompany her to her daily bath in the sea.3 

These hobbling, ill-shaped creatures, we are told, are like those 

formed when the earth was still primeval ooze. They correspond to 

the fawning wolves and mountain lions in Homer, but aiso attest ta 

Circe's connection ~ith an epoch when life had not yet settled into 

its familiar forms, when anything could happen. Her eyes, too, 

reveal her elemental nature. They flash with intense rays of golden 

light, making her immediately recognizable to her nieee Medea--and 

indeed to anyone--as a daughter of the Sun (IV.728-230). Sea, blood 

and fire--all ageneies of transformation--are the stuff of everyday 

life and work to Apollonius' Ciree. She seems to have litt le taste 

for the differentiated and humant and little impact on society. 

The Cirees of the two Roman poets are more negative than that of 

Apollonius and even further removed from the deep reservoir of 

Mediterranean myth, accessible to Homer, in which the feminine 

r9presented the source of both life and death and carried a full 

range of positive and negative meanings. The goddess-splitting (and 

-weakening) phenomenon notieeable in the development of Mediterranean 

religions oceurs within poetry, too. Of the three roles Ciree plays 

in the Odyssey--sinister mistress of animals, lover of the haro, 

diractor of his journey to the Underworld--she is allotted only the 

fir3t by Virgil in the Aeneid. The second i3 capably and tragically 

filled by Dicto in Book Four and the third by the Cumaean Sybil in 

Book Six. 

3 Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica, IV.662-684i ad. George w. 
Mooney (London, 1912), pp. 341-342. 
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virgil' 5 Ciree, though a very minor character in her own right, 

is symptomatic of his treatment of the feminine throughout his epic. 

She makes a brief, haunting appearance at the beginning of Book 

Seven, when Aeneas and his men are about to land on Italian shores. 

Although she never aga in enters the narrative, the glimpse Virgil 

gives us of the intense hostility between the sexes acted out on her 

isle brings into sharp focus a tension latent and troubling through-

out much of the rest of the Aeneid. Ciree appears right at the 

poem's center, at the transitional point between Aeneas' Odyssean 

wanderings of the first six books and his Iliadic battles of the 

second six. Her presence reveals lhe grave underlying pathology 

between masculine and feminine whie/I mars this otherwise very 

balanced, structured poem. 

virgil's description of Aeneas' ship as it brushes by the coast 

of Circe's howling isle retains several of Homer's details: her song, 

her leom, her fires of cedar. The terrible sounds, however, are 

original with Virgil, perhaps inspired by his knowledge of Aiai~ as 

meaning "wailing": 

They passed 
The Isle of Ciree close inshore: that isle 
Where, in the grave men shun, the Sun' s rich daughter 
Sings the hours away. She lights her ha 11 
By night with fires of fragrant cedar wood, 
Making her shuttle hum acro q ? the warp. 
Out of this Island now they could hear lions 
Growling low in anger at their chains, 
Then roaring in the deep night; bristling boars 
And fenced-in bears, foaming in rage, and shapes 
Of huge wolves howling. Men they once had been, 
But with her magic herbs the cruel goddess 
Dressed them in the form and pelt of brutes. 
That night, to spare good Trojans foul enchantment-
Should they put in, or near the dangerous beach-
Neptune puffed out lheir sails with wind astern, 

, 
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Giving clear passage, carrying them onward 
Past the boiling surf.4 

106 

In Homer, whether Or not the animaIs in Ciree's park were once men is 

le ft ambiguous. The cowardly Euryloehus is convinced that they were, 

but Odysseus pays no attention ta his theory. In Virgil, this prior 

transformation is facto Nothing argues against his striking audit ory 

image of enraged male energies kept ehained by a female divinity. 

Dea saeva, "wrathful goddess," he calls her, and he attributes to her 

the ability ta evoke furor in aIl creatures which come under her 

spell. Any Homeric detai1s that do not fit his picture of Ciree 

presiding over a rustie and enraged domain Virgil is careful ta 

suppress. There are no tokens of civilized refinement, no golden 

bowls, silver ewers or ivory-inlaid chairs.5 And eertainly no 

flawless beds. 

virgil's Ciree is a clear caveat, like the figures in Renais-

sance emblem books. "Beware of the feminine: its disorder is 

contagious" would be an appropriate motta to accompany this portrait. 

Perhaps the most tel1ing touch in Virgil's passage on Circe is 

the strong wind which Neptune gives to the Trojans, enabling them ta 

quickly pass her by. She is altogether t00 close to the mouth of the 

Tiber, to the future Rome, for Aeneas, were he ever ta become engaged 

with her, ta leave her conveniently behind, as he has already left 

4 Virgil, The Aeneid, VII.lO-24; trans. Robert Fitzgerald (New 
York, 1983), pp. 195-196. AIl other quotations from the Aeneid will 
be from the Fitzgerald translation, with 1ine references given to the 
Latin text. 

5 A point made by Charles Segal in "Circean Temptations: Homer, 
Vergil, Ovid," Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philo
logical Association, XCIX (1968), 425 . 
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Creusa and oido. And why should he want to be engaged? Virgil has 

made her purely negative, a witeh stripped of eharm. There is no 

hint that Aeneas has anything to learn from her, as Odysseus learns 

from Ciree. Ciree in the Aeneid represents the archetypal feminine 

projected as evil and then evaded, safely skirted by. When we come 

to the end of Book Twelve, however, with its nightmare vision of mon 

turned to raging beasts un the battlefield and of humdn trust 

dishonored, we might weIl ask whether the atmosphere of Ciree's 

island has, after aIl, been left behind. Like a repression returning 

to wreak havoc in the life of the ~~~son who eould not bear its 

truth, the power which Virgil attributes to Ciree refuses to be 

ignored. Aeneas' own war- chariot is pulled by a team of fire

breathing horses that she has bred. 

To bear out my contention that Virgil's treatment of Ciree is 

symptomatic of his treatment of the feminine throughout the epic it 

is necessary to look at other episodes and passages in sorne detdil. 

But before doing so l wish to make a cenlral if obvious point. The 

whole motion of the Aeneid is away from home, away from the Troy 

Aeneas has known, from his wife and childhood, from his emotional 

center. He is impelled towards an abstract, glorious future 

(imperial Rome) by the persuasive hand of Fate: a power that is 

expressed primarily through the will of Jupiter and seeondarily 

through Venus, Mercury, and, most compellingly, by his father 

Anchises. Virgil loosely based the wanderings of Aeneas in the first 

half of his poem upon the wanderings of Odysseus, but the direction 

of the two heroes is diametrically opposed. Odysseus, yearning to 
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return to wife and home, where he perceives his deepest identity to 

lie, must necessarily remair. 'n good terms with the archetypal femin-

ine. It represents both his completion and his origins. His search 

is marked by his acceptance of positive female values: 

Odysseu~' quest for identity is in fa ct inextricably 
bound up with the feminine. In seeking the wholeness of 
his being, he (Odysseus) passes through intimate experi
ence with variou3 embodiments of archetypal woman, each 
reflecting sorne aspect of what he as masculine hero 
lacks.6 

Aeneas, seeking a future not yet grounded in reality, seemingly has 

less need of the feminine. Becau5e territory is the first imperative 

of that future, the labor to bring it to birth requires, above aIl, 

the masculine arts of war. Empire and home are two different poles 

of the imagination, the one implying dominance and control, the other 

nourishment, safety and surrender. Traditionally. male energies have 

been associated with the one, female energies with the other. Seen 

in this light, the Aeneid is an exclusively masculine poem. 

At many places in his epte Virgil makes clear that the furor, or 

violent, disruptive passion which threatens Aeneas' controlled 

obedience to Fate, is predominantly the work of females. Sorne of 

them are divine, others human. Juno is foremost among these hostile 

figures, as the first passage of the poem makes plain. Still 

smarting from her failure to be awarded the golden apple by Paris, 

she retaliates by throwing storms and obstacles in the way of his 

countryman Aenea~. Virgil trivializes the cause of her anger, but he 

6 Charles H. Taylor, Jr., "The Obstacles to Odysseus' Return: 
Identity and Consciousness in the Odyssey," The Yale Review, 50 
(1961), 579. 
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shows its strength to be ferocious. Through her messenger Iris, Juno 

incites the Trojan women in Book Five to burn their own ships while 

the men are off participating in Anchjses' anniversary games. The 

women are "wrought to a frenzy" (V. 659), raging out of control like 

the flames consurning masts and thwarts. A second outbreak of 

communal female madness, also indirectly engineered by Juno, oceurs 

in Book Seven, after the Trojans have landed in Latium. The Fury 

Allecto, charged by the Queen of Heaven with the mission of stirring 

up hatred between Trojan and Latin, plucks a snake from her wLithing 

tresses and tosses it at Amdta, wife of King Latinus. The results 

are drastic: 

in her viscera 
The serpent's evil madness circulated, 
Suffusing her; the poor queen, now enflarned 
By prodigies of hell, went wild indeed 
And with insane abandon roamed the city. (VII.374-377) 

Amata in turn incites the other Latin wornen, who becorne "fired by 

sudden rnadness" to roam the forests like Bacchantes and who listen to 

her sing marriage hymns for Turnus and Lavinia. In both these scenes 

women's natural feeling (the Trojan women's weariness with sea 

travel, Amata's fond wish to see Turnus as her son-in-law) is rou~ed 

to an insane pitch. Apart from the bloodlust of battle, Virgil doos 

not show wen being simi~arly overcome. Like the Stoic allegorists, 

Virgil dlstrusts female nature, viewir.y it as a reservoir of poten-

tially roiling passions which threaten male achievement and control. 

The most appealing impediment to Aeneas' fathering of the future 

Rome is, of course, Dido. She provides the clearest instance in the 

poem of a woman's natural feeling suddenly heightened to destructive 
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fury. Virgil has imagined her as a kind of alter-Aeneas, like hirn 

noble, bereaved and dedicated to the IJ'reat work of founding a city; 

thus her willingness to let her life and work be consumed by passion 

illustrates a tragedy possible for Aeneas too. Aeneas appears to 

succumb to love for her, but when Mercury cornes down to remind him of 

his mission, he is not torn by the conflicting claims of love in the 

present and glory in the future. His decision to Ieave i8 instant an-

eous: 

Amazed, and shocked to the bottom of his soul 
By what his eyes had seen, Aeneas feit 
His haekles rise, his voiee ehoke in his throat. 
As the sharp admonition and eommand 
From heaven had shaken him awake, he now 
Burned only to be gone, to leave that land 
Of the sweet life behind. (IV.278-282) 

Compare this scene with its closest Honeric parallel, Hermes'inter-

ception of Odysseus on his way to Ciree's house. There the divine 

adviee is not to abandon but to engage with the feminine. Odysseus' 

relationship with Ciree eventu&lly helps him towards his goal; there 

is no conflict in him between the personal and the strategie or 

political. In Aeneas, however, "the personai and the political are 

experieneed as mutually exclusive. "7 

When Aeneas tells Dido of his deeision to leave, he acknowledges 

neither her emotions nor his own, as if to do 130 would make him 

vulnerable to them. Instead, he offers the legalistie excuse that '-', 

never married her. Then he tells her that hls real love is his 

future kingdorn in Italy, to whieh he will sail "not of [his] own free 

7 Christine Perkell, "On Creusa, Dido and the Quality of Victory 
in Virgil's Aeneid," Women's Studies, 8 (1981), p. 204. 
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will" (IV. 361). As a human statement, the speech is appallingly 

inadequate. As Bro.:>ks Otis puts it, "he should have avoided excuses 

and taken his share of the blame . He could, in his heart of 

heart:3, face neither Dido nor himself. "8 In the overall scheme of 

the poem, however, Aeneas' disengagement from Dido, no matter how 

stilted or clumsy, is a moral victory. Only after Aeneas leaves her 

does Virgil repeatedly call him pius.9 

Otis believes that when Aeneas journeys to the Underworld and 

sees the vision of the future Rome pointed out to him by AnChises, 

the personal and political elements of hie character come together 

and he is decisivelj strengthened. Now his love for his father, and 

the springs of will which love calls forth, can be directec1 towards 

the accomplishment of his destlny. "Once he fully identif ies his 

pietas towards Anchises with his pietas towards Rome, his s~iritual 

regeneration ls finally accomplished. "10 Together Anchises and 

Aeneas stand on a ridge overlooking the Elysian Fields and admire the 

host of martial, vi~tuous souls mustered to be reborn as Romans. 

After this moment of enlightenment, Aenods returns to the uppeL world 

through the Gate of Ivory, through which faise dreams pass. For 

centuries lovers of Virgil have wondered why he did not permit his 

hero to return through the reliable Gate of Horn. The most popular 

answer has been that since Aeneas i5 a living man, not a true shade, 

8 Brooks Otis, Virgil: A Study in Civilized Poetry (Oxford, 
1963), pp. 267 - 2 68 . 

9 Otis, p. 267. 

10 Otis, p. 306. 
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he is not eligible for passage there. Could the substance of his 

vision also have an effect on which gate he passes through? Women 

are strikingly absent from this illustrious lineup of future Romans. 

Virgil may be suggesting an incompleteness, and hence a falsity, in 

this vision of a civilization which ignores the contributions of half 

of its membeI,s. The Augustan values which the poem overtly espouses 

seem, at times, to be subtly questioned by the poet. 

The ending is a case in point. In the final lines, the usually 

controlled Aeneas gives in to a lust for revenge and kills an at last 

humbled Turnus. This murder of a suppliant cornes as an emotional 

shock which Virgil does nothing to mute. No glimpse of dazzling and 

destined cities, no .scene of enemies united by their corrunon grief for 

the dead mitigates the pure destruction of this ending. It is as if 

Virgil has realized the human inadequacy of his ideology of empire 

and decided to dramatize it in this stark, brutal image of dominance 

and submission. Aeneid XII offers a terrible contrast to the 

compassion and grandeur of Iliad XXIV, in which Achilles yields to 

Priam' s request for Hector' s body and shares the old man' s sorrow. 

When we consider thcse two final books side by side, Otis' contention 

that "we can partially describe the Aeneid as the creation of Roman 

civilization out of Homeric barbarism"ll becomes untenable. Michael 

Putnam' s observation that in the Aeneid' s final scene Aeneas becomes 

identified with or parallel to Juno, whose furor is unremittingly 

11 ot.is, p. 385. 

'-
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negative, is a more discerning assessment of its moral qnalily.12 

Putnam sees Aeneas as yielding, finally, to the very furor against 

whieh he has struggled throughout the poem. 

l believe that this final emergence of destructive passion from 

within Aeneas is linked to the overall imbalance between masculine 

and feminine in the epic. What Virgil has repressed in Aeneas and 

projected onto an unruly host of mortal and divine females finally 

cornes back to demand expression. The ending of the poe.TI is pro-

foundly truthful r<:.·.::ause it reveals the terrible cost.. of attempting 

to sacrifice pas~ion--stereotyped as feminine--to dut Y and control, 

rather than integrating these forces. From this perspective, it Is 

not so strange that Virgil chose, whether intuitively or deliber-

ately, to end his national epic with an atmosphere more suggestive of 

Ciree' s island than of the pax Romana. If he had lived to revise the 

poem to his satisfaction it mi9~t have concluded differently.13 As 

it is, the ending subverts the poem' s overall Augustan ideology in 

favor of a more timeless truth. 

Virgil's younger contemporary Ovid appears never to have been 

cornfortable with the grandiloquence of Augustan ideology. Very early 

in his writings, in the first poem of the second book of th~ Amores, 

he explains how he was once working on "an inflated epic about War in 

12 Michael C. J. ~utnam, The Poetry of the Aeneid (Cambridge, 
19 6 6), pp. 2 0 0 - 2 0 1 . 

13 That the Aeneid as we have it did not satisfy VIrgil is 
proved by his instruction to his friend Varius to burn the manu
script. Fortunately, Augustus ordered this wish disregarded. The 
Oxford Classical Dictionary, p. 1124. 

e 
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Heaven," but dropped it when his mistress locked him out of her 

chamber .14 Deprived of her favors, he came to realize that "her shut 

door ran to larger bolts" than any Jupiter wielded. And so he went 

back to "verses and compliments, my natural weapons," depending on 

the magic of elegiac poetry to soften and transform her will. This 

witt y story, with its unceremonious relegation of Jove to the limbo 

of lost drafts, seems to tell the truth about Ovid's deliberate 

rejection of heroic poetry, about his decision not to compete with 

Virgil. Its cavalier treatment 0t the cosmic paterfamilias has anti-

Augustan overtones. So un~ympathetic was Ovid to the official 

ideology of empire and moral correctness that Augustus perceived his 

presence in Rome as a threat and banished him to the west shore of 

the Black Sea in 8 A.D. Ovid's libertine attitudes in The Art of 

Love were cited as the lesser of two reasons for his exile. 

What was the primary reason? To this day it remains unknown, 

but it probably had something to do with Ovid's friendship with 

Augustus' daughter Julia and her followers.15 As a notorious 

adulteress, Julia was strongly associated with one of the 

first laws promulgated by her father after his accession to 

power as emperor. The lex Julia of 18 B.C. made adultery a 

14 Ovid, Amores (11.1.14-20) in The Erotic Poems, trans. and ed. 
by Peter Green (Harmondsworth, 1982), p. 111. 

15 Peter Green speculates that Ovid May have witnessed a plot 
against Tiberius, the son of Augustus' wife Livia and a rival of 
Julia's connections to the succession. Green further surmises that 
the sexual scandaI surrounding Julia's banishment was a coverup for a 
polit.ical scandaI involving rivaIs for the successjon. "Introduction" 
to The Erotic Poems, pp. 49-59. 
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crimina1 offence and required husbands to divorce adu1terous wives.16 

This 1aw was aimed primarily against the mores of the aristocratie 

class, who had been the base of power in republican Rome and were the 

greatest threat to Augustus' new monopoly of power. 

A1though the lega1 position of women in republican Rome had 

been poor--they remained under the guardianship of their fathers or 

husbands for life--they ~ allowed ta acquire property and also 

took an active part in the city's social life. Roman women did not 

suffer the indignities of exclusion which their Athenian counterparto 

had ennured. In the poetry of the late republican period "both 

sexuality in general and the sexual relations between men and women 

are evaluated positively."17 

The cultural atmosphere changed under Augustus. H:s program ot 

moral rearmament promoted chastity and the growth of the nuclear 

family. As in Greece between the times of Homer and Plato, attitudes 

towards women shifted and became more negative. Ovid, who persisted 

in seeing women as equal players in the game of love, was part of the 

old guard. 

There is a mystery connected with Ovid's portrayal of Ciree in 

the Metamorphoses. Why should this poet, so sensuous and undoc-

trinaire, attuned beyond moet others to the flowing and turning of 

currents of desire and to the varied forms through which such 

16 Marylin Arthur, "'Liberated' Women: The Classical Era" in 
Becoming Visible, ed. Renate Bridenthal and Claudia Koonz (Boston, 
1977), p. 83. The lex Julia did not give wives the right to divorce 
adulterous husbands. 

17 Arthur, "'Liberated' Women," p. 81. 

2 
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eurrents reveal themselves, treat the mythie figure most clearly 

associated with metamorphosis in so heavy-handed a fashion? He gives 

Ciree star billing in the fourteenth book of the Metamorphoses, and 

the role she plays can fairly be described as Queen of Lust. To 

Ovid, Ciree personifies a female passion so extreme that it destroys 

anyone who obstruets its satisfaction. He tells three tales about 

her, coneerning her desire for Glaucus, Odysseus and picus. In eaeh 

she is like an exaggeration of Diogenes of Sinope's allegorieal 

figure, an abstract idea given new, voluptuous flesh and body. To 

say that she is unsubtle is vastly to understate the case. If her 

libido is not gratified, she is capable of changing a man who spurns 

her into an angry bird, of girding a rival's body with the heads of 

barking dogs, of making the air itself writhe with unnatural forms. 

Since Ovid is obviously not disapproving of sexual passion par se, 

why does he present Ciree as such an unattractive caricature of it? 

l believe there are two related answers to this question. 

First, a stereotype intervened. This stereotype was partially 

provided by the Homeric allegorists' view of Ciree. Although Ovid 

would not have been moved by their philosophy, the image they 

provided might well have mingled in his mind with another current 

one, that of the bawd-sorceress who counsels her beautiful young 

mistress not to waste her charms on poets but to go after sorneone 

rich. In Amores I.B Ovid denounces a witch like this, a hag named 

Dipsas who "mutters magieal cantrips, can make riversl Run uphill, 

knows the best aphrodisiacs." Dip5as may have been rnodelled after a 

sirnilar figure in Propertius IV.5 and i5 a farniliar type in Roman 
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elegy.18 Ovid' s disdain for witchcraft is expressed many times in 

the Amores, The Art of Love and Cures for Love. Perhaps he found the 

sorceresses of his time easy to disparage because they often were 

servants, but there is a deeper reason aise for his negative attitude 

towards them and towards Circe. 

He believed in poetry-making itself as a magical art. Repeat-

edly in his early work, Ovid plays w1th the multiple meanings of 

carmen, which can signify "poem" or "magical incantation" or 

"spell." 19 In Amores II. l, the same poem in which he discards his 

ambitions as an epic poet sa that he can press his affétir with 

Corinna, Ovid proclaims: 

There' s magic in poetry, its power 
Can pull down the bloody moon, 

Turn back the sun, make serpents burst asunder 
Or rivers flow upstream. 

Coors are no match for such spellbinding, the toughest 
Locks can be open-sesamed by ~ ts charms. (11. 23-28) 

Behind the outrageous bravado of these claims lies the justified 

pride of someone who has himself experienced creation, who has played 

with forms and transformed. For Ovid, poetry itself was a means of 

tapping and channeling the currents of life. His confidence in his 

own subtle art made him look down upon Circe's. To resort to 

creating monsters, rather than poems, must have seemed to him the 

essence of crudity. 

Ovid uses Ciree' 13 crudities as an opportunity for lush, exag-

gerated poeties. The first of the three tales, about Glaucus, 

18 Green, "Notes and References" in Ovid, The Erotic Poems, 
p. 277. 

19 Green, "Notes and References," p. 290. 
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introduces us to her "more than ladylike desires" and explains the 

origins of the monster Scylla. Spurned by Glaueus because he is 

already in love with Seylla (who was originally a fair young mc; iden) , 

Ciree steals to the girl' s bathing eove and poisons the water w:. th 

magieal herbs which distort her shapely body. Ciree' s behavior with 

picus in the third tale follows a similar pattern. Having met him by 

chance in the woods, she lures him away from his hunting party, 

offers h\3r love and, when he refuses beeause of his passion for the 

lyrica l Canens, changes him into a bird. In both cases, the trans-

formations are clearly m0tivated by personal revenge--unlike those in 

Homer, whieh seem the result of an earth goddess' determination to 

show off her divine powers. Ovid's Ciree, for aIl her menace and 

flash, has no fundamental mystery or remoteness. She is an ordinary 

woman scorned, raised to a more explosive power. 

Ovid' s imaginat~on, like that of Apollonius, is impressed by 

Ciree' s affinities with the elements. Twiee (14.382 and 438) he 

calls her "Titaness," as if he were aware of her connection with the 

ancient Earth Goddess, Ge.20 He shows Circe herself taking pride in 

her primeval pedigree, for twice she advertises herself ta potential 

lovers as a daughter of the Sun. Her power can shake the elemental 

framework of nature. When Picus' subjeets come searching and ask her 

the whereabouts of their king (now become woodpecker), Ciree throws 

restraint to the winds and puts on what must be the most impressive 

magic show in the Metamorphoses: 

20 Otherwise Ovid refers to Ciree as "goddess" but not as 
"witch. " 
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she, too quick for them, thrust like a veil 
Of raining mist her magic at thelr heads, 
The distillation of a million herbs, 
And called the anclent gods of nlght to help her, 
Goda from Erebus, ever-falling Chaos, 
And Hecate who heard her winding cries. 
Then (strange to say) the forest seemed to float; 
The earth groaned under it and trees, white-haired, 
Were like an arbour turned to frost in winter, 
And where her raining mist touched plants and grasses 
Blood stained the ground and stones began to bark, 
And through that midnight crawled snakes, horny lizards, 
And souls of those long dead weaved through the air. 
The young wh0 witnessed horror in her magic 
Shook with tneir fears and as she touched their faces 
They changed from men to beasts who roamed the darkness.21 

Such effects, though pleasurable as melodrama, are hard to take 

seriously. Ovid may have tired by this time of showing nymphs 

gracefully flowing into rivers and women branching into treeSi in 

order to top his previous effects, he strains towards surreal excess. 

Circe's pharmaceutical skills easily lend themselves to such exploit-

ation. The profusion and exaggeration of this passage, at the end of 

her appearance in the Metamorphoses, sates the reader and prepares 

the way, by contrast, for the calm entrance of the philosopher, 

Pythagoras, in the poem's next and last book. 

Ovid's treatment of the Circe-Odysseus episode, which follows 

Homer quite closely in detail though it is much condensed, has a 

different, more muted tone. It is narrated by Macareus, a deserter 

from Odysseus's crew. The chief advantage of this point of view is 

that it offers a firsthand description of how it feels to go from man 

ta pig to man. Macareus stresses his thirst, his eagernes3 ta take 

21 Ovld, Metamorphoses, 14.403-415i trans. Horace Gregory 
(New York, 1958), pp. 395-396. Subsequent quotes from the Metamor
phoses will be from the Gregory translation, but with line referenceB 
to the Latin text. 
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Circe'a cup, the lightness of her touch. In his case the transforrna-

tion ia deft; he slips into it as into an ordinary drunken moment: 

The floor beneath me alipped and there l was 
With pigskin growing on me, tough and hairy (14.279-281) 

The retransformatlon bears more resemblance to a dancing bear's 

delicate, deliberate defiance of gravit y than to the poignancy of the 

scene in the Odyssey: 

We raised our heads, then seemed to stand almost 
On our hind legs, and as her songs went on, 
We found our feet, our shoulders grew, our arms 
reached out to wind themselves around Ulysses. (14.302-306) 

Circe's songs here are incantations; they take the place of the 

heart-rending groans of the men in Homer. While this description ls 

quite artful, it cannot compare to the intensity of the moment in the 

OdY3sey when the whole spectrum of creation--goddess, man and beast--

ia joined in pain and pity. 

Surprisingly, Ovid downplays the sexuality of the connection 

between Circe and Odysseus. While it i3 clear that they are lovers, 

their dall~ance takes place weIl offstage. He also de-emphaslzes the 

sailing directions which Ciree gives, condensing them to two lines. 

ïet this is the first time since Alcman that they appear in the tale 

~t aIl! On the whole, Ovid ls not untrue to Homer's Ciree; he just 

seems not much interested in her, much preferring his own casting of 

the goddess as spurned, revengeful Queen of Lust. 

Ovid received from the allegorical tradition, l believe, a 

distorted, one-sided Ciree, and for reasons of his own he chose to 

give this distortion flesh and blood, a new poetic existence. 

Because she lacks complexity, she has not much power to stir feeling 
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in modern readersi y€t Ovid's Circe has proved, from his time until 

the beginning of this century, more influential than Homer's. She 

was witch of choice to the Renaissance. 

AS a mythic representation of Lhe female who damages males in 

their very humanity, Circe is an eider sister of Eve. True, thelr 

status differs in an important respect: Eve i5 merely a mortal 

womani the strict monotheism of the Hebrews and orthodox Christlans 

left no room for female divinities. But she is the protagonist of 

the most important Biblical myth concerning women and sexuality, and 

the biases the early Church fathers brought to its Interpretation are 

essentially the same biases which the allegorists brought to bear 

upon Ciree. The familiar dualistic formula that male:female as 

rea,ton (or spirit) :flesh fits the tale in Genesis very well. Bccause 

of Eve's relatively weak mind, she was seen as easy prey for the 

demonic serpent. And once their minds had succumbed to temptation, 

Adam and Eve were seen as left with litt le except their own sexual-

ity, of which they were suddenly ashamed. 

The writer of an epistle whlch was attributed to St. Paul, and 

accepted by orthodox Christians as canonical, saw in the Genesis myth 

ample justification for women's subjPction: 

But l suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp 
authority over the man, but to be in silence. 

For Adam was first formed, then Eve. 
And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being 

deceived was in transgression. (1 Timothy 2:12-15) 

In another pseudo-Pauline letter the writer uses the metaphor of the 

body's proper subordination to the he ad to clarify the relationship 



of wife to husband: 

Wives, subject yourself to your own husbands as 
to the Lord. 

For the husband is head [Ke4M1J of the wife, as 
also Christ i3 Head [K~~~] 05 the church: and he is 
the saviour of the body t1'01) O"w~$) • 

Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so 
let the wives be ta their own husbands in everything. 

(Ephesians 5:22-24) 
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One wonders whether Christ himself, who was on friendly terms with a 

decidedly independent and attractive woman (Mary Magdalen), would 

have approvea of these elaborations upon his teachings. 

The spirit-flesh dichotomy which the pseudo-Pauline letters 

impresse~ upon Christian doctrine has a distinctively Greek cast. 

Prejudice ag~inst women was so often aS80ciated with this dichotomy 

that it went. um:emarked in Grùek culture, for it was part of the 

mental climate in which Greek writers lived and moved after the sixth 

centurya. C. Here is Aristotle on what he perceived as the basic 

division in human nature: 

It is clear that the rule of the soul over the body, 
and of the mind and the rational element over the 
passionate is natural and expedienti whereas the equality 
of the two or the rule of the inferior is dlways 
hurtful ... the male is by nature superior, and the 
female inferior, and the one rules, and the other is 
ruled: this principle of necessily extends to all 
rnankind.22 

Aristotle's words need only to be coated with more urbanity and grace 

to becom<;;! Plutarch' s of several centuries later: 

And control ought to be exercised by the man over 
the wornan, not as the owner has control of a piece 
of property, but, as the soul controls the body, 
by entering into her feelings and being knit ta her 

22 Aristotle, ~itics, 1254b3i trans. by Lefkowitz, Women's 
Life in Greece and Rome, p. 63. 
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through goodwill. . . sa it is possible to govern 
a wife, and at the same time ta delight and gratify 
her.23 

Plutarch's understanding tone, very much that of the temperate, 

accomplished man of the world, cannat obscure the vastness of his 

assumption, that one sex has the existential right to control the 

other. Yet we do not have Plutarch to thank or blame for the fact 

that the ideas he expresses here are 50 familiar to us. That honor 

belongs to the writers of the Pauline letters, who made the spirit-

flesh dualism and its correspondence to Lhe ~exes part of Christian 

scripture and thus enabled it to influence Western culture for 

centuries. They were better evangelists than they could have 

imagined. 

Paul, in sorne of his more authentic epistles, does express ideas 

about men and women without rancor and with the tempering advice that 

they love one another. This equanimity was not true of Tertullian 

(160-230 A.D.), whose writings did much to promote an aversion to sex 

and distrust of female nature in later Christian doctrine. In a 

passage from "On the Apparel of Women" which was later to be quoted 

during the Renaissance, Tertullian addresses his female fellow 

Chrlstians: 

You are the devil' 5 gateway. . . you are the first 
deserter of the divine lawi you are she who per
suaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to 
attack. ~ou destroyed 50 easily God's image, man. 

23 l'lutarch, "Advice ta Bride and Groom, Il 142E in Moralia, II, 
trans. F. C. Babbitt (London, 1928). 

-
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On account of your desert--that is, death--even the 
Son of Gad had ta die .24 (italies Tertullian' s) 

The vindietiveness of this point of view must have been hard to 
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reconcile '-lith Christ' s own emphasis on the spiritual imperatives of 

love and forgiveness. 

Tertullian's view of Eve as the destroyer of the more virtuous 

sex has something in eommon with Clement of Alexandria's attitude 

towards Ciree. Of the f.arly Church fathers, Clement, who wrote around 

the turn of the third cent ury, was the one most steeped in Platonism 

and Greek culture. His familiarity with Homer, whom he thought the 

most gifted and authoritative 0: t:he pagan poets, was extensive. In 

his Stromateis, deseribing the journey and choiees ta be made hy the 

Christian soul, Clement alludes to Ciree to illustrate a point. 

Event ually, he says, sueh a person will come to a point of erisis 

when he must choose betdeen the Logos (Christ) and love of the things 

of this world. He eornpares the position of the Christian at sueh a 

time to that of Odysseus on the path towards Ciree's house: 

If a man were to be turned into a beast, like those 
who were bewitehed by the poisons of Ciree, he wou Id 
be suffering much the $ame fate as those who give a 
kick to the tradition of the Church and light-heartedly 
caper away to the edifices of private opinion; for such 
men destroy their chances of being men of God and of 
remaining true ta the Lord. Nevertheless he who turns 
his baek upon such aberration, heeds the Seriptures, 
and turns his life once more towards the truth, sueh a 
vne, from being a m8re man, is transformed, as it were, 
into a God.25 

24 Tertullian, "On the Apparel of Women" in The Ante-Nieene 
Fathers, IV, ed. A. Cleveland Coxe (Boston, 1885), 14. 

25 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis, VII. 16.95.1-2 i quoted by 
Hugo Rahner in Greek Myths and Christian Mystery (New York, 1963), 
pp. 207-208. 
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There is no great difference between the way Clement uses Ciree here 

and the way the pagan Neo-Platonists were about 1:0; both see her as 

the goddess of this world, whose pleasures defleet the spJritual 

wayfarer from the Logos, or transcendent truth, which i8 repre-

sented--to Clement--exclusively by Christ. To Clement, Circe's 

powers are limited, for men hardly need aid in turning themselves 

into beasts. The truly wondrous transformations are those wrought by 

Christian revelation. 

St. Augustine, writing two centuries later, also alludes to 

Ciree and aIs a sees her powers as limited. This allusion is unusual 

for Augustine, for he rarely refera to Homer and had only a minimal 

knowledge of Greek.26 But in the eighteenth book of The City of Gad 

he devotes three sections ta tales of men changed into animals and 

can hardly avoid mentioning Ciree. Maga famosissima he calls her, 

"most famous sorceress. "27 His identification of her as a demon is 

aH but explicit, for he devotes the entire: next section (18) ta 

explaining how these transformations are more apparent than real, 

since they are wrought not by the hand of Gad but by demans with 

limited, secondary powers. Augustine's writings were enormously 

influential during the Latin Middle Ages and his near-typalogy of 

Ciree as demon was later to have echoes of its own. 

Of much greater import than this isolated reference to Ciree, 

however, is his over311 attitude towards sexuality. Augustine did 

26 Lamberton, Homer the Theologian, p. 261; Peter Brown, 
Augustine of Hippo (Berkeley, 1967), p. 36 • 

27 St. Augustine, The City of Gad XVIILl7; trans. Eva Sanford 
and William Green (Cambridge, 1965), V, 418-419. 

• 
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not, like Tertullian, scapegoat the female sex. The biographical 

evidence shows him to have been a warm and passionate man. For 

fifteen yearB during his twenties and thirties he 1ived harmonious1y 

with a woman with whom he had a son, and he remained extremely close 

to his devoutly Christian mother untii her death. Yet he came to 

scapegoat sexuality itself, or rather to view it as the element in 

human nature which most intractably threatened spiritual develop-

ment.28 In the Confessions Augustine quotes the Pauline text which 

finally converted him: "Put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make 

not provision for the flesh, in concupiscence" (Romans 13: 13ff.) . 

For him personally, the acceptance of Christ invo1ved abandoning 

sexual life. Not until his old age, however, when his polemics 

against the Pelagians brought out the rigid, intransigent side of his 

nature, did he prescribe this abandonment for others. In his 

writings against the Pelagians, who denied the reality of Original 

Sin, Augustine isolates sexual intercourse as an element of evil 

within every marriage.29 He finally came to view carnai desire 

itself as the searing brand of the Fail. More than any other thinker 

except the canonicai Paul, Augustine is responsible for transmitting 

pessimistic views of sexuality to the Christian West. 

28 John J. 0' Meara, "St. Augustine' s Attitude to Love in the 
Context of His Influence on Christian Ethics" in Arethusa, 2 (1969), 
56. Aiso see Brown, Augùstine of Hippo, p. 389. Augustine's views 
on the relationship of the spirit ta the flesh were also influenced 
by Neo-Platonism. He read a Latin translation of Porphyry' sedition 
of Plotinus bafore he converted to Christianity 3nd was moved by this 
reading la change his mode of life. 

29 Brown, Augustine, p. 390. More precisely, Augustine says the 
mar~ied act rightly in procreation, but wrongly if they seek pleasure 
in the act. 
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Boethius i5 the last Christian thinker of antiquity to refer to 

Circe in his writings. She appears in a poem in the fourth book of 

The Consolation of Philosophy, written c. 523, when he was in prison 

and under sentence of death. Boethius' extensive knowledge of Greek 

literature and philosophy was rare for his time. He bases his view 

of the extent of Circe's powers on two lines from the Odyssey, 

10.239-240, which state that, though the heads and voices and skins 

of Odysseus' men became those of hogs, their minds remained un-

changed. To him this is evidence of the feebleness of the sorceress' 

brew: 

Her herbs were powerless; 
They changed the body's limbs 
But could not change the heart; 
Safe in a secret fastness 
The strength of man lies hid. 
Those poisons, though, are stronger, 
Which creeping deep within, 
Dethrone a man's true self: 
They do not harm the body, 
But cruelly wound tne mind.30 

Boethius' view of Ciree here is highly idiosyncratic: he sees her 

negative side tao as negligible. Evil, ta him, resulted from the 

heart's desire to lurn away from one's human nature and consequently 

to sink to the level of an animal. Right before the poem in which 

ciree appears, he remarks that lia man wallowing in fouI and impure 

lusts is oceupied by the filthy pleasures of a 50W." Alone among aIl 

the eommentators who have seen moral meanings in Homer's tale, 

Boethius insists that pigdom is caused by a man's free will and not 

by his victimization by any witch or goddess. Boethius seems 

30 Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, 4.3; trans. V. E. 
Watts (Harmondsworth, 1986), pp. 126-127. 

= 
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relatively unaffected by the misogynist current which joined with 

Christian doctrine not long after the death of Christ. 

WeIl over a century before Boethius' time, during the reign of 

Theodosius from 378-395, Christianity had become the state religion 

of the Roman empire. Theodosius essentially declared open season on 

paganisme Temples of divinities of both sexes were sacked and 

destroyed by roving bands of monks, including the temple of Demeter 

at Elel1sis and the Artpmi.sion at Ephesus, which had once been 

considered foremost of the world's seven wonders. Most of the huge 

marble blacks used to c~nstruct the temple at Ephesus were reused as 

building materials for the new church of St. John Theologos, situated 

on a hill overlooking the ruins of Artemis' age-old sanctuary on the 

plain by the Cayster river. This high vantage point seems appro-

priate for the church of a saint who thought that creation began with 

something as abstract as "the Word." The world of ancient goddess 

religions, of those who believed that creation began within a female 

divinity's womb, now lay in ruins all around the Mediterranean. 

The destructive energy turned against pagan temples still 

survives in many tracts written "Against the Heathen" by Christian 

polemicists. The tracts of Arnobius and Athanasius, bath writing in 

the fourth century, show how far away the religious thinking of the 

time had moved from the veneration of anthropomorphic nature-based 

divinities. Arnobius attacks the Greek and Roman penchant for 

adorning temples with ma~ble effigies of unmistakably male Or female 

deities. "Have the gods, then, sexes?" he asks, "and are they 

f disfigured by those parts, the very mention of whose names by modest 
-'1\' 
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lips is disgraceful1"31 His revulsion against divine sexuality 

extends to every step of the reproductive process. He denounces the 

notion of "goddesses pregnant, goddesses with child . faltering 

in their steps, through the irksomeness of the burden they bear with 

them. . shl'.ieking as they are attacked by keen pangs and grievous 

pains. Il One can imagine Arnobius' spirited disbelief were he to be 

told that, at one point in human history, burdened goddesses were 

deemed the most awesome and pote nt force in the universe. 

Arnobius' contemporary Athanasius lacks his tone of inspired 

prudery, but he objects to goddess worship on grounds that are more 

firmly based in the social realities of his time. He is particularly 

irked by the pagans' assumption that females are worthy of worship. 

"Would that their idolatrous madness had stopped short at males," he 

exclailt's, "and that they had not brought down the title of deity to 

females. For even women, whom it is not safe to admit to delibera-

tion about public affairs, they worship and serve with tha honour due 

to God. "32 

The views of Arnobius and Athanasius and their fellow believers 

prevailedi in the late empire paganism \Jas more vigorously suppressed 

than Christlanity had ever been. Goddess worship was finished in 

Europe. Not until the yearning to complement the masculine divine 

with the feminine prompted the cult of Mary in the twelfth century 

31 Arnobius, "Adversus Gentes" in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. 
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Buffalo, 1886), VI, 466. 

32 Athanasius, "Contra Gentes" in Nicene and post-Nicene 
Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (New York, 1892), 2nd 
series, IV, 9. 

• 
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did a version of it reappear. 

During the period from the sixth to the fifteenth centuries, the 

texts of the Homeric poems were lost to the West, anè his work 

existed only as fragments ewbedded in the literature of rhetoric and 

philosophy. During this period the Homeric tales themselves, 

burdened by now wi th c(~nt.uries of moralizing, became thoroughly 

dissociated from the poetry which had been their medium and largely 

reverted to the oral tradition. As a glance at popular Renaissance 

mythographies will show, it was Ciree as maga famosissima who 

flourished in this tradition, not Ciree as h~ Q~wv. 

Undoubtedly, Ovid's portrait of Circe--which continued to be 

read, sinee the knowledge of Latin was never lost--eontributed to her 

reputation as foremost among sorceresses. Numerous allegorical 

eommentaries were written on the MetamJ~phoses during the twelfth 

eentury which still repose, unpublished, on library shelves.33 In 

the Ovide Moralisè, an anonymous commentary in Old French dating from 

th~ beginning of the fourteenth century, she figures as a type for 

"la vile venismes" of this world, from which "Jhesucris" will save 

us.34 During these centuries many allegorical interpretations of 

Virgil were also written--in fact, by then allegory had beeome the 

basis of all textual interpretation whatso~ver35--but they had less 

33 E. K. Rand, Ovid and His Influence (Boston, 1925), p. 135. 

340vide Moralisè, ed. C. de Boer (Wiesbaden, n.d.), V, p. 70. 

35 Ernst Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, 
tr. Willard R. Trask (New York, 1953), pp. 204-205. 
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in the Aeneid. 
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For intellectuals who preferred commentary to epic narrative, 

the complex goddess had already been eclipsed by the witch as far 

back as Plato's time. Even the first of her allegorical interpreters 

had seen Circe as purely negative, and this one-sided attitude 

remains remarkably consistent from Stoic to Neo-Platonist to 

Christian. Gathered in a hypothetical room, these commentators mig~t 

quibble among themselves about why she was dangerous or evil, but 

only Boethius, perhaps, would argue with the justice of that descrip

tion. She would find no real champions. 

Hence Ciree, who survived as a remnant of the ancient Goddess 

within the Mycenaean setting of Homer's epic, could not survive with 

her plenitude or divinity intact in the Christian West. 



Chapter Five. Renaissance Cirees, Renaissance Women 

Legend has it that pages of the text of Homer reentered Italy as 

a paeking material buffering bottles of wine imported by a merchant 

in the fourteenth century. Perhaps the legend is true, for cert~inly 

Petrarch and his circle knew and valued sorne of Homer's work by the 

latter part of the Trecento. Widespread appreciation of the Iliad 

and the Odyssey in western Europe did not develop, however, until 

over a hundred years later, until after Constantinople had fallen to 

the Turks and sorne of the Byzantine Bomerie scholars eentered there 

had emigrated to F10rence with their texts.1 The first printed 

edi~ion of Homer appeared in Florence in 1488, shortly to be trans-

lated into Latin and thereafter accessible to the European learned 

community.2 Now the malevolent-beneficent goddess of the Odyssey 

could take her place beside Virgil's and particularly Ovid's later 

versions of her persona and could be shaped against prevailing 

Christian and patristic notions of women's nature. The resultant 

archetyp~ of the seductive, dangerous, controlling woman was a dark 

1 The school of Chrysoloras, a Greek teacher attracted to 
Florence by a group of her citizens around the turn of the Quattro
cento, was operating decades before these scholars arrived. But 
Chrysoloras' pupils Bruni and Niccoli concentrated on translating 
Plato and Aristotle, rather than Homer. See Hans Baron, The Crisis 
of the Early Italian Renaissance (Princeton, 1966). 

2 W. B. Stanford, "Introduction" to The Odyssey of Homer 
(New York, 1959), xxix. 
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muse for many European poets of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Boiardo, Ariosto, Tasso, Spenser, Calder6n, Milton: all 

were drawn to this figure and recreated her in sorne form. Never 

before or after has Ciree had such a hold on the Western imagination. 

Why--besides the obvious reason that she was rediscovered in 

Homer--did Ciree exert such a powerful fascination during and right 

after the Renaissance? Associated with her figure, I believe, were 

both the sense of possibility and the acute anxieties of the era. As 

a wreaker of transformations, able to change seemingly permanent, 

gOd-given forms at will, this mythic figure was peculiarly expressive 

of the age. At a time when capitalist means of production were 

superceding feudal ones, when the absolutist state was gradually 

replacing the old medieval commune structures, when family organiza

tion itself was becoming more nuclear and patriarchal and les5 based 

on a network of kin, when the boundaries of the known world were 

vastly expanding and the universality of the Catholic church was 

drastically receding--when, in short, the social and cultural matrix 

into which persans were born was likely to be thoroughly altered by 

the time cf their maturity--Circe's abilities metaphorically ex

pressed a fact of life. with her seemingly unlimited powers, she was 

an appropriate emblem for an age in which sorne men's sense of 

possibility was 50 heightened that they, like Hamlet, cou Id conceive 

of their species as "infinite in faculty." 

Hamlet also saw himself and his kind as "the quintessence of 

dust." A powerful anxiety--aggravated by plagues, wars and the 

omnipresence of change--was the backlash to the Renaissance sense of 

• 
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possibility. In this respect too Ciree was an appropriate emblem of 

the age. Perhaps more clearly than any other mythie figure she 

embodied the unsettling power of wornan ~ man: a power whieh ran 

eounter to the established rnan-over-woman sexual hierarehy which was 

one of the seeure anchors in this age of change. The magical or 

supernatural quality of her powers was also disturbing, for what was 

to differentiate it from the infl~enee of demons, or her deeds from 

witehcraft? S1"e was the mythie "witeh" most familiar to this era 

still sufficiently medieval t0 believe in the power of witches and 

sufficicntly disturbed to see these powers almost everywhere. 

In this ehapter l will explore how Ciree was regarded in 

Renaissance mythographies and in Chapman's translation of Homer, 

leaving h~r reinearnations by sixteenth and seventeenth cent ury poets 

to succeeding ehapters. l will also examine in sorne detail how 

attitudes towards her were symptomatie of attitudes towards women of 

the time. 

In 1531 the prototype of a eharaeteristie Renaissance genre, the 

emblem book, first appeared. This was the Emblemata of Andreas 

Aleiati, which used visual images to eommunieate moralistic messages 

made explieit in eoordinated mottos and poems. Aleiati's book was 

vastly popular, probably because it offered erisp and accessible 

interpretations of classical learning in messages bold and unam-

biguous as the lines of its woodcuts. The Emblemata went through 

many editions, including sorne with alternative woodcuts and some with 
" 1 

additional commentary. It may have been translated from Latin into 
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English in 1551, though, if so, no copies of that edition have 

survived.3 In 1586 Geffrey Whitney borrowed some of the woodcuts 

from the 1581 Dutch eo~tion of Alciati, adding sorne from ather 

sources as weIl and then publishing the collection as ~Cho.ice of 

Emblemes accompanied by English verses. Whitney or Alciati were part 

of the libraries of several Elizabe~han poetsi certainly Spenser was 

weIl acquainted with the emblem forro by the time he wrote The 

Shepheardes Calender. In their preroise that a 3urfac~ image can 

teach moral meanings, emblem books are typical of medieval as weIl as 

Renaissance allegocical thinking. They draw, however, on many other 

sources of elassieal mythology besides' Ovid's Meta~orphoses, the only 

collection accessible to the Middle Ages. 

Comparison of the Ciree emblerns from the 1551 Leiden edit ion of 

Aleiati, the 1621 Padua edition (Figure 16), and the 1586 Whitney 

volume (Figure 17) reveals an important similarity. In each the 

female figure, holding Slme token of power, towers over her hapless 

vietims, who kneel or cower before her. The unmediated visual 

message is "beware of the woman who stands over you." These woodcuts 

accord riell with the women-on-top topos which sported with but did 

not seriously challenge the prevailing sexual order of the times. In 

poplliar art of the sixteenth century, the spectacle of an aggres~dve 

woman dominating a henpecked man was not at all unusual.4 An 

3 Henry Green, ed., "Introduction" to Whitney' s A Choiee of 
Emblemes (1586; rpt. New York, 1967), xxvi. 

4 According to Natalie Zemon Davis, "husband dominator3 are 
everywhere in popular literature (of early modern Europe] ... The 
point about 8uch portraits i8 that they are funny and amoral: the 
women are full of life and energy, and they win much of the time." 
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engraving by Martin Treu, from about 1540 or shortly thereafter, 

shows a determined wife, curIs flying, in the process of beating a 

husband bent before her (Figure 18). In it she is the one wearing 

the pants. Much better known was Hans Baldung Grien's 1513 image of 

Phyllis riding Aristotle (Figure 19), based on the legend that 

Alexander's beautiful favorite got revenge on his woman-scorning 

tutor by persuading the old sage to get down on aIl fours and carry 

her naked through the garden as a prelude to enjoying her favors. In 

the Grien woodcut youth triumphs over age, passion over reason, and 

the female over the male. It represents the kind of reversaI of 

hierarchies that the hierarchical societies of the Renaissance loved 

to contemplate and act out in festivals, as long as the acting out 

could be safely contained. The emblems of Ciree with her rod and 

bowl must hd,: been exciting in a similar, safe way. 

Alciati's Leiden woodcut shows an enthroned Circe pointing her 

rod at curs and baboons who cluster ~ound her feet. His padua one 

shows her holding out her brew while two of Ulysses' sailors drink it 

from smaller bowls as they kneel in a small open boat. These Cirees 

are clearly not Homer's goddes5. Both images are accompanied by the 

"Women On Top" in society and Culture in Early Modern France (Stan
ford, 1975), pp. 134-135. Davis admits on p. 142, however, that "in 
the early m(lde~n period, up to the late eighteenth century, the 
patriarchal famiIy is not challenged as such even by the most 
searching critics of relations between the sexes." 

Wny, then, was the woman-on-top topos so prevalent? p~obably 

because it express~s a truth which i5 the shadow side of patriarchy: 
that men are vulnerable to women. Louis Montrose' s statement that 
"patriarchal norms are çorrpensatory for the vulnerability of men to 
the powers of women" expresses this relationship succinctly. See" A 
Midsummer Night's Dream and the Shaping Pantasies of Elizabethan 
Culture" in Rewriting the Renaissance, ad. Margaret Ferguson et al. 
(Chicago, 1986), p. n. 
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Cauendum à meretricibus. 
E 1\1 BlE MAL X X V J. 

SOL E P,·t Cino Idm l11dJ/'" pottntill /"llIr , 
, r t,ur" 'VI mllltoI ln 11011.1 11/(111 flr" Vif 01 • 
T n1ù ~'f"ll'" Joml18r PICU4, 111111 Sql/4 bifOrmù, 

AIII"t JIhad pofltJ"Àm '1/1114 61bfrt fou. 
J,,"/l.1I II/IIHrl mtTttrlUm 110mm~ CITCû ; 

E.I '4110ntm "mml !t',dtrt, 'flll!l/Mir 011111.11. 

Figure 16. 

Ciree in Aleiati' s Emblemata 
Padua, 1621 
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. s ~ E Mee V LIS S ! S men. transformed ftr-..unge to he:uc : 
Sorne had the lhape of Goorcs, èUld Hogges, Come Apes, and 

ACfe:swe:lfe. . 
Who ~ whe:n they might hanc: had [hcir former fhape :lgainc, 
They dld eefufë, :.nd r.uher wi(h'd» aill brutilhe to ren1aine. 
Wh.ich lhowcs thore foc;>lilhc: (orce. whorne: wicked loue: dorhc thr.ll1, 
like bruu{hc he:tfle$ do paife cheire tirne, and haue no Cençe :lt ;\1:. 
And rhoughe that wi(edome woulde • they lhouldc againe retire, 
Vel, Ihey hall rather CIIt. CES Cerue, and hurne in wire dc/irc. 
Theo, loue: the onehe uollè. that doggcs che worlde ~'ith c.1re, 
Oh fioppe yourc:u:es,and lhu«e~OIlr o.es.o[ CIJ\.CES cuppes be .... .l.i.:. 

Figure 17. 

Ciree in whitney's A Choiee of Emblemes, 1586 
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Figure 18. 

Husband-dominator in engraving by Martin Treu, 
c. 1540-1543 
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Figure 19. 

Aristctle and Phyllis, woodcut by Hans Grien, 1513 
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motto Cavendurn a meretricibus ("Beware of Prostitutes") --making 

Alciati the first, but not the last, interpreter to cast her as a 

whore. In the six-line verse which aceompanies each image he refers 

to picus and Scylla as weIl as "the mel1 of Ithaea," revealing Ovid to 

be his primary source. The last 1ine, "and whoever loves her has 

lost his mind's reason," makes elear that Aleiati agrees with the 

long line of cornmentators who saw Ciree's transfo~mations of men as 

metaphorieal and therefore able to be suffered again and again by any 

male who, in the grip of sexual ecstasy or obsession, sacrifices his 

will to pursue other goals. 

The motto aceompanying Whitney's borrowed woodcut of Ciree 113, 

in fact, "Men are transformed by pleasure. "5 In this image the vile 

deed bas alre~~i b~en aceomplished, and Ciree strok~s the baek of a 

hog with her waDd .h.t '!.~. an ass, a goat and a dog docilely look on. 

Whitney cites ViLgil and Ovid as sources for his verse, but his main 

source must have been a little-known dialogue by Plutareh, "Whether 

Beasts Have Reason," in which one recaleitrant victim of Ciree 

eloquently expounds his reasons for preferring life as a hog and for 

refusing re-transformation.6 Aecording ta Whitney, aIl of Ulysses' 

men refused this oifer "and rather wish'd, still brutishe ta 

remaine." He eoncludes his verse with a quaint but wholesale 

5 Whitney, !> Choice of Emblemes, p. 82; "Homines voluptatibus 
transformant ur. " 

6 This speaker is Gryllus, who inspired Spenser's Grill in the 
Bower of Bli3s. Plutarch's djalogue was aiso the dominant source for 
Gelli' s Ciree, shortiy to be dlscussed. Plutarch, "Beasts Are 
Rational" in Moralia, XII (Loeb Classical Library; London, 1957). 

li 
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condemnation of 8exual love itself: 

love the onelie crosse, that clogge8 the world with 
care, 

Oh stoppe yaur eares, and shutte your eies, of Circe'~ cup 
beware. 

A similar admonition ta remain sealed from desire, lest the self be 

destroyed by it, can be found in Whitney's verse accompanying the 
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Sirens emblem. These enterprising Sirens flop out into the surf with 

horns and lyres, but wise Ulysses discerns their mermaid shapes 

beneath the waves and remains cold to their charms. "The face, he 

lik' de: the nether parte, did loathe" is the way Whitney 

puts it.? The 1ine recalls Lear's ra nt that "down from the waist" 

women are centaurs. It also brings ~o mind Spenser's Errour and 

Duessa, the one att~3ctive in her upper body and the other attractive 

on the surface, ~u~ both loathsome in their private parts. A 

distrust of [emale sexuality was endemic in early modern Europe, 

having been foste~ed by centuries of patristic influence upon 

Christian doctrine. Alciati and Whitney merely reflect it. 

Whatever thelr shortcomings in complexlty, these emb1em book.s 

have the virtue of making graphie the root of the fear which the 

Circe myth evokes. Most of the entries for her in Renaissance 

dictionaries are just as tire$omely negative, but the information 

they present does not cohere around any central point. Thomas 

Cooper, in his 1548 augmented edit ion of Thomas Elyot's Latin-

English dictionary, mentions thùt Circe was once married to the king 

of the Scythians, whom she poisoned 50 that she could become a tyrant 

? Whitney, A Choice ~ç Emblemes, p. 10. 
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in her 0wn right. She was then expelled by her rebellious subjects, 

according to Cooper, and later fled lo a deserted island.8 He gives 

no source for this obscure twist to her myth, which also appears in 

Natalis Cornes' 1551 compendium of mythology. Cornes attributes this 

legend to Dionysiodorus and uses it to explain Circe's emigration 

from the region of the Black Sea to the coast of rtaly. The Elyot-

Cooper dictionary does show, unmistakably, that its editor has read 

the Odyssey, for he ends his Circe entry with a fact about her which 

had been suppressed in Homerie commentary for roughly twenty cen-

turies: that she caused Odysseus' men to become younger and mOLe 

beautiful than they were before' 

Cooper's 1573 ~~esaurus Linguae Romanae et Brittanica and John 

Florio' s A Wor'.:~ _- ; Nords, an Italian-English dictionary published in 

1598, do not ~)ncajn entries for Ciree per se, but both mention an 

herb which bore d va.:ation of her name. "Circea" or "Cireaeium" was 

also known as mandrake, the plant whose forked, man-shaped root was 

used to make a potent narcotie syrup. Perhaps Pliny, the ancient 

authority Cooper cites for this identification, imagined the herb as 

the pharmakon kakon Circe mixed with her barley, eheese and Pramnian 

wine. 

The last of the Renaissance dictionaries at whieh l have 

glaneed, Ambrogio Calepino' s eignt-language lexicon published in 

1609, contains in its entry for Circe a wealth of information drawn 

from various sources. She murdered her husband, the king of the 

6 Thomas Cooper, ed., Bibliotheca Eliotae (1548; rpt. Delmar, 
N.Y., 1975). 

• 



144 

SarmatianSi 9 she mothered Telegonosi she ruled cruelly and poorlYi 

she loved inordinately. Readers basing their knowledge sole1y on 

what Calepino and his fellow lexicographers said about the enchant-

ress would have come away with treasures of odd information, but no 

narrative consistency or sense. 

To remedy that deficiency, they cou Id have turned to Natalis 

Comes' Mythologiae, the most famous and influential of the Renais-

sance mythographies and, like Alciati's Emblemata, a likely volume ta 

be found in the libraries of Renaissance poets. It was first 

published in 1551 and was later issued in various edit ions . Comes' 

organizational strategy was thorough; he begins each entry by eiting 

and briefly quoting from an abundance of elassical sources, then he 

ambitiously presl'me3 to tell his readers what the y all mean. In his 

explication of names at the back of his work, Comes--with complete 

originality--derivet: Ciree' s name from the Greek f.c;7f'V';<o-<9o(/, the 

passive or middle form of k?PVd..W, meaning "to mix wine with water." 

After reading his commentary, one realizes that Comes has put aside 

the literal meaning of this verb and instead uses it in a most 

imaginative way. He correlates it with the Latin verb miscendo, 

which has definite sexual connotations. 

Comes sees Circe herself as a mixture of two elements, heat and 

water, because of her derivation from perseis, daughter of Oceanus, 

and Helios, god of the sun. This pedigree, Comes believed, aptly 

qualified her to be the supervising power over sex and births, for 

9 Sarmatia was an ancient term for wha': would now be the steppes 
region of Russia; at Hs southern edge it verged on the Black Sea and 
overlapped with the region known as Scythia. 



l 145 

"lust is made in animais out of moisture and heat." 10 "It i5 the 

moisture of . . . Perse Oceanus which maintains the changing condi-

tion of matter and its seeds i the sun is the father or author of form 

in the generation of natural things; and therefore the conception and 

beginning of those things which are generated by the body belong ta 

the powers of Circe, as she was said to be the daughter of the sun 

and the daughter of the ocean. "11 He sees her as personifying Naturo 

itself, as a daughter of the elements who supervises their mingling 

and brings forth new forms. Cornes, however, sees nothing 3ubl ime in 

this process and never refers to her as dea. To him the natural and 

the divine are antithetical. And so she represents "the worthleS3 

force of nature," which is unable to corrupt the "divine affable 

reason" and" immor:al soul" of Odysseus .12 Come3 i3 eS3entially 

reviving porphyry' 3 Interpretation of the incident, though he avoids 

Neo-Platonic terminology and uses a slightly Christianized vocabu-

lary. What else could thE' moly r.epre3ent to Cornes but grace--the 

"divine mercy" which i5 manifested in "the gift of Mercury"? The 

10gica1 next step for Cornes would have been to condemn nature as the 

work of Satan and to label Circe a witch, bue his fundamental respect 

for mytho10gy prevents him f rom doing 50. 

Arthur Golding, who published his English translation of the 

Metamorphoses in 1567, had fewer scruple3 about labelling. In his 

JO Cornes, Mythologlae 0567; rpt. New York, 1976), p. 174; this 
and other quotes from Cornes are translated by Phyllis Stanley. 

11 Cornes, pp. 174-175. 

12 Cornes, p. 174. 

T • 
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"Epistle" prefacing Ovid' s poem, Golding instructs both his readers 

and his patron, the Earl of Leicester, concerning the proper alle-

gorical interpretations of the tales. "What else are Ciree' s witch-

crafts and enchauntments," he asks us, "than the vyle/ And filthy 

pleasures of the flesh which doo our soules defylp.?"13 His transla-

tian of Book XIV twiee renders maga as "witch," though he also 

occasionally refers to Circe as a "goddess" and does not suppress 

Ovid's usages of dea. Fortunately, Golding does not often allow his 

doctrinaire ctisdain of sexual pleasure ta intrude directly upon 

Ovid'.9 fables of passion. His labelling of Ciree as "witch" is 

entirely understandable, given Ovid's original caricature of her and 

given the tact that his translation was published aL a time when 

witeh-hysteria in England was intensifying. 

Golding does not seem ta have known Cornes' Mythologiae. But in 

1626, when George Sandys, the second English translator of the 

Metamorphoses, publlshed his version of the poem "Englished, Mytholo-

gü:ed, and Represented in Figures, Il he ineluded unattributed transla-

tians from Cornes as part of his commentary on Book XIV. "Ciree ls sa 

called of mixing," Comes-Sandys says, "beeause the mixture of the 

elements i3 necessary in generation which cannat bee performed but by 

the motion of the Sun: Persis, or moisture supplying the place of the 

female, and the Sun of the male, which gives forme to the matter: 

wherefore that commixtion in generation is properly Ciree, the issue 

13 Arthur GOlding, trans., Shakespeare's Ovid, ed. W. H. D. 
Rouse CCarbondale, Ill., 1961), p. 6; Il.276-277. 
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of these parents. "14 Sandys also told his readers that U1ysses' 

"immortal soul" was not in danger of being po1luted by the maga' 3 

inferior pOliers. The influence of Cornes on this later English 

version of Ovid is hardly surprising, given the prestige of his 

Mythology and the age-old persistence of the view of Ciree he adopta. 

The modern reader, prompted by both common sense and F'reud to 

view sexuality as an integral, essentia1 part of human nature, can 

only marvel at Cornes' assumptions in his commentary on Circe. Why is 

he so comfortable in condernning nature? Why does he fa il to see 

that, even within the narrow scapa of his own assumptions, Iust can 

be reconciled with "affable reason" because it is the force that 

brings about the incarnation of more "immortal souls"? Perhaps every 

E'ra has its massive blind spots and our current mania for preserving 

our safety with thermonuclear weapons would have seemed like one to 

him. 

Every era aiso has a leavening of individuals whose clarity of 

mind and spirit is not obscured by cultural conditioning, Such a 

person was Giovanni Battista Gelli, born in 1498 in a small town a 

few kilometers along the Arno from Florence. In his maturity Gelli 

was a respected member of the circle of Neo-Platonic thinkers at the 

Florentine Academy and a valued acquaintance of Cosimo de Medici. He 

insisted, however, on practicing his shoernaker' s trade until the end 

of his life and refused invitations to become a man of lettera aolely 

14 George Sandys, trans .• Ovid's Metamorphosis Englished, 
Mythologized and Represented in Figures, ed. Karl K. Hulley and 
Stanley T. Vandersall (Lincoln, Neb., 1970), p. 655. 

4 



( 148 

dependent on noble patronage. The measure of independence the self

educated Gelli preserved for himself is evident in his thought on 

almost every page of his Ciree, a eollaction of dialogues between 

Ulysses, Circe and the animaIs she has transformed which was first 

published in 1549. Though Gelli is now only an obscure footnote to 

cultural history, he was weIl known in his time; his Ciree ran to 

five Italian edit ions before the end of the eentury, was translated 

into Latin and most modern languages, and could have been read by 

Spenser in the 1557 English translation of Henry Iden. 

Gelli's Ciree is a frash, surprisingly modern, even subversive 

work enclosed within a seemingly conventional framework. It begins 

with an obsequious let ter of dedication to Cosimo de Medici and ends 

with the standard denunciation of Circe as a "deceitful and subtle 

woman" by the one transformed 3nimal (an elephant) who ehooses to 

come baek to human shape. In between, Gelli gently and wittily 

exposes the sexism of his own and prior times--ineluding that 

expressed in Aristotle's philosophy--and shows himself to be cog

nizdnt of the limits of language itself. On almost every page the 

animating sentiment is that it is diffieult to be human, that 

consciousness is a painful burden. Not the least among Gelli's 

subversions is his reereatlon of the eharacter of Homer's Cire~ and 

his endowment of her with a voiee. 

The scheme of the work ls borrowed from Plutarch's "Whether 

Beasts Have Reason." Ulysses, finally restless on Ciree's island, 

tells her that he wishes to go ba~k to Ithaca and to take with him 

any of her ménagerie who were originally Greeks. Ciree--dignified, 
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aware of her excellences, in all respects akin to the lover Homer's 

Odysseus addresses as ft61'Vl"'- --replies that he is frae to go himself, 

but may take wit.h him only those cOl.!ntrymen whom he can persuade to 

become human again. To aid his persuasions, she promises to be8tow 

upon any animal with whom he wishes to converse the capability of 

human speech. Ulysses then tries out his oratorical powers on a 

variety of creatures from the lower half of the Great Chain of Being: 

an oyster, a mole, a hare (who describes metamorphosis as "an 

experience which l can compare to nothing so aptly as to falling into 

a delicious and pleasant sleep"15), a deer, a dog, a horse, an 

elephont and others. The horse, whom Gelli presents as an exemplaL 

of temperance, speaks for practically all of them when he says "while 

l was a man, l liked my condition weIl enough, and had a very low 

opinion of beastsi but now l have ~ried their way of living, l am 

resolved to live apct die like a horse" (p. 113). Against such 

contentment Ulysses' elcquence blunts itself. He comes away rather 

shaken in his own sense of identity, which depends heavily on verbal 

resourcefulness. Most of the dialogues are exercises in mutual 

incomprehensioni only the two l will examine in more detail end in 

agreement. 

The deer is the only one of the animals who is female and the 

only one who wins Ulysses over to her point of view. He staLts off 

as an egregious sexist, ready to walk away when he discovers the 

deer' s femaleness, for he is convinced that "you women merely 

15 Giovanni Battista Gelll, Ci~, trans. and ed. by Robert 
Adams (Ithaca, 1963), p. 59. 
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eonfound yourselves when you eonsider too long, for your mental 

eapacities are but very Shhllow" (p. 84). Neverthe':ess, he pauses to 

listen to her arguments. The doe, like the Wife of Bath, shows 

herself to be familiar with classical learning, refuting Aristotle's 

ideas about sexual reproduction with a heavy dose of common sense: 

We are 50 5corned that some of your wise men have 
asserted that we are not of the same species; others 
have asserted that a female is only a spoiled male or 
that nature has somehow been defichmt in producing 
them. Now this is obviously directly eontrary to the 
law of nature, for we are as neeessary for the genera
tian of men as man himself is.16 

She also blames men for women' s Iack of achievement in historical 

times, for "you confine them within the walls of your house to sueh 

sordid business as is fit only for slaves, saying that only she is 

praiseworthy whose actions exeeed not the limits of her own house" 

(p. 85). Here the doe sounds like a refugee from periclean Athens, 

disgusted witll ':'ts M0res. LastIy alld even more daringly, she rails 

against the sexuai double standard itself: "Why ian' t a family 

tainted by your unbridled appetites as you pretend it would be by 

ours?" she asks Ulysses (p. 90). 

The best ev':'dence that Gelli' s Ulysses has prese.cved his Homeric 

suppieness of mind and sympathetic understanding of the feminine i3 

16 GelIi, p. 84. l interpt"et this speech as a rebuttal of 
passages such as the following from De Generatiane Animalium, II, 3, 
737a (trans. J. A. Smith and W. r,. Ross): 

.. for just as the young cf mutilated parents are 
sometimes barn mutilated and ~ometimes not, 50 also the 
young barn of a female are sC'mt. .. times femaie and some
times male instead. For the feinaie is, as it were, a 
mutilated male, and the eatam,~ni3. [the femaie seeds] are 
semen, only not pure; for there i~ only one thing they 
J'la ve not in them, the pr inciple of :JouI. 
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his graci.ous capitulation to the doe' s arguments. He <:omes to 

realize that "being a deer, she enjoys liberty, the mvst des.irable 

thing in the world, whereas, should she be a woman again, she must 

become a servant, than which nothing i3 more irksome to a real human 

being" (p. 96). 

Gelli' s quite remarkable feminism here is not muted by its 

playful context. No other Renaissance thinker except Agrippa sees 50 

acutely that the inferior social and politieal position of women 

results from cultural blas and not from naturE'. 17 At a time when 

Aristotle' s Politics and On the Generation of Animals had added a 

powerful ancient authority to the chorus of Christian fathers and 

clergy who denounced women as inferior by nature, and wh en even 

humanists who advocated education for women did not assume their full 

equality, Gelli stands almost aJ one in implying that women are as 

deserving of libe!:ty anc1 ~'3] f-determination as men. He expresses hls 

feminism through humor and indirection, but he does 50 much more ably 

than most of the Renaissance "defenders" of women did in their formaI 

polemics. 

The other dialogue in Gelli's Ciree which has a clear winner 15 

17 Agrippa, in De nobilitate et eraecellentia Foemerlei sexus 
(written in 1509 and translated into English in 1542) begins by 
élsserting the complete spiritual and intellectual equalily of women. 
He then reminds hiB readers, "with a near-anthropologiccll modernity, 
that women's social and political infsriority ... has not, ûl other 
times and in other cultures, invariably obtained." See Linda 
Woodbridge, Women and the English Renaissance: Literature and the 
Nature of Womankind, 1540-1620 (Chicago, 1984), pp. '39-41. 

Woodbridge a1so points out that, in tbe pampnlet war known a:j 
the Controversy about. Women, male writers often defended ;.zomen for 
thelr. modesty and good behavior, sometimes citing patient GriBelda a3 
a mod~l. The outspoken, fei3ty examples the attackers of women u3cd 
in their polemics are more ta the tuste of modern feminists. 
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the la st and most eomplex of the volume. Ulysses sueceeds in 

convincing an elephant that humans, because of their spir~tual 

cravings and dim intimations of a more perfeet forro of ~xistence, are 

superior to beasts. Here Ulysses draws heavily on the Neo-Platonie 

philosopy of Marsilio Fieino, which Gelli knew weIl. A hunger for 

the divine awakens in the elephant as his limbs shrink and smooth to 

human shape. His first impulse after re-metamorphosis is to give 

thanks to God. His '5econd is to denounce Ciree as a "pernicious 

enchantress" who robs her pets of their reason. (He qJlickly forgets 

that he is human again only by her dispensation.) Ulysses does not 

join the elephant in his insulting of Ciree, with whom he remains on 

courtly terms. He freely admi.t s, though, that he desires nothing 

more than leaving her isle (p. 179). 

What is Gelli's own point of view in this ending? Does he agree 

with the elephant's ingratj~ude, as he seems to agree with his 

affinity for Neo-Platoni~ thought? Knowing relacively litt le about 

Gelli, l cannot answer these questions with eertainty. His book 

leaves the overall impression of be~ng a gooct-natured, gently ironie 

exposé of human arrogance. There is a fair possibility that Gelli's 

irony extends to its last pages as weIl and that he is eommenting 

tongue-in-cheek on the human propensity to devalue the natural as 

soon as our consciousness of the transce~dent awakens.18 l prefer to 

18 Neo-Platonic philosophy had political connotations in the 
late Renaissance. Its emphasis ùn transcendence, on the in~al as 
superior to whatever was earthy and common and merely natural, was 
used to justify the power of the Medicis in Florence and the Stuart 
kings in England as supposedly ideai rulers. See my discussion of 
Tempe Restored in Chapter Seven and aiso Stephen Orgel's The Illusion 
of Power (Berkeley, 197~). 
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think that Gelli as philosopher-shoemaker was uniquely equipped to 

recognize this propensity and that, in deseribing the elephant's 

tandem impulses to pray and to denounce immediately upon regaining 

humanity, he is satirizing the way the loftiest of thinkers may turn 

out to be biased or prudish regarding the natural world. Gelli's 

seeming agreement with the orthodox allegorieal view of Ciree in this 

la st dialogue could weIL be camouflage--and camouflage which ls part 

of his irony. His overall portrait of the queen of metamorphoses i3 

eomplex and original, very different in spirit f1.(" ...... the brief, 

negative comments about her in writings by other members of the 

Florentine Platonic Aeademy.19 

At least one other Renaissance Itallan approaehed Ciree from a 

eompletely fresh point of view: Dosso Dossi, an artist at the court 

of the d'Estes in Ferrara. In a lar.ge painting now in the National 

Gallery of Art j n \J~.~hj r.c;ton and dating from early in his eareer, 

probably before 1520, ne ~how~ a luminous, nude Ciree teaehing 

mysteries from her tablets to a small group of animaIs and birds 

gath~red about her (Figure 20). P8rhaps she is appealing to their 

still-human consciousness, whieh Homer insists Odysseus' men retained 

In Gelli's last dialogue the Neo-Platonic clephant is, on the 
text's surface at least, wiser than the ~artn godd8ss Ciree. Gelli 
begins his book by dedicating it to Cosimo de Medici and ends it with 
a dialogue informed by the philosophy of which Cosimo approved. This 
framing seems calculated; l believe it obscures Gelli's own, more 
personal point of view in the last dialcgùe. 

19 Merritt Y. Hughes, in "Spenser' s Acrasia and the Ciree of the 
Renaissance," Journal of the Hlstory of Ideas, IV, 387-388, mention:3 
Cristoforo Landino's remarks in his commentary on Virgil and pico 
della Mirandola's warnings against lust (Ciree) in a letter to his 
nephew Gianfrancesco. 
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Figure 20. 

Circe, painting by 00520 Dossi, c. 1518 



.... 
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in their bestial forro. Impassioned and abstracted, she holds court 

like Q Moses wandered into the Peaceable Kingdom. The painting i3 

one of the best example3 of "Oossi' s personal style of symbolism--

elliptical, arbitrary and elusive. "20 Why the tablets? Why do none 

of the creatures look at her or each other as she speaks? The imme-

diate visual impression, aided by Oossi's predominantly dark palette, 

is of mystery, of currents of life arrested wid-breath. Only a stork 

who dips his bill into the shallow waters of a pond at her feet seems 

unaffected by this atmosphere of imr0sed aort ,t~~~c peace. 

Dosso, as Bernarn Berenson speculates, WBS temperamentally a 

lover of high romance, able to create lt with "a touch of magic" and 

drawn irresistibly to portraying legendary enchantresses. 21 A maga 

holding tablets presumably full of arcane knowledge is depicted by 

Dosso not only in this "Ciree" but also in his "Sybil" and in a 

mysterious thj rd p;>i.ll I1g -ariously identified as "Ciree" or 

"Melissa." l bell·wt:. ;~.; :.n~(,! 'rrs in aeeepting the traditional 

identification of the enehantress in this third painting, whieh has 

been in the Borgheae collpction in Rome for centuries, as Ciree 

(Figure 21). There is clear evidence within the painting that Its 

subjeet derives from Ariosto, who was a friand and contemporary of 

Dosso at the eourt of Ferrara. To the uGper le[·. ~ini3eule figures 

of men are either merging into or emerging from the twin trunks of a 

tree, while at the tree' s foot the artist has placed part of an empty 

20 Felton Gibbons, Dosso and Battista Dossi (Princeton, 196B), 
p. 114 . 

21 Berenson, The Study and Criticism of Italian Art (London, 
1912), pp. 31-32. 
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Figure 21. 

painting by Dosse Dessi variously identified as 
Ciree, Meli~sa or Alcina, c. 1520 
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suit of armor. These details are a clear visuai reference, l 

believe, to the episode in Canto Six 0f the Orlando Furioso in which 

the knight Astolpho, who is imprisoned within a myrtle tree, tells 

what has happened to him and to other chivalric lovers of the 

enchantress Alcina. 

Since Homer's Ciree restricted her transformative efforts to 

fauna, having nothing to do with tree3, l cannot believe that she 13 

intcnded as the sumptuous maga of this painting. Dossi's woman i8 

seated within a magic circle rimmed \-:l':h ,,"b·-·! stic inscriptions, 

arrayed in a turban and a gown of richly articulated crimsons and 

greens. Much of the detailing of the painting suggests an Oriental 

locale, which would accord with Ariosto's location of Alcina's isle 

as somewhere between the East Indies and Europe (vi.34). The walls 

and citadel in the right and central background also agree with 

descriptions 0f. !:-~ c;'.) 'a ~ 1. 

But is this L~~hant:2EE the evil Alcina, who entraps the males 

she seduces within rocks, trees and animaIs, or the good Melissd, who 

liberates the former's victims? The current expert on the Dossis, 

Felton Gibbons, identifies her as Melissa, citing her "benign . 

relaxed and calm" manner. 22 No d01lbt. Alci'1i! appeèlred so lo the men 

she drew within her magnetic ~i~la. = ~ê 

Ariosto gives us about her is that her pleasant, serena appearance 

masks a sinister reality. Gibbons argues that "ware the magician the 

evil Alcina . . presumably the knights in the middle distance would 

not sit so easily but would have the sense to try to makc theie 

22 Gibbons, p. 200 . 
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escape." This point ignores the evidence of the poem, which 

describes Alcina's Island as filled with enraptured, lolling cour-

tiers. Only after Melissa has released Alcina's castoff lovers from 

their plant and animal forms do they depart "with a11 the hast [el 

they might."23 Sinee the maga's rod and tab1et are Dossi's inven-

tions, nowhere mentioned in the poem, an identification cannot be 

based on them. The direction of her gaze, however, provides a clue. 

If we focus on the upper left of this otherwise richly sensuous 

painting, looking ta the spot where the enchantress herself is 

gazing--at the homuncu1i fastened to bark, the impression received is 

overwhelmingly sinister and grotesque. This impression convinces me 

that she is Alcina, sister in spirit to Dosso's Ciree, whose appear-

ance is also quite lovely. 

A fresh recreatlJc ~i ~irce is also to be found, rather surpris-

ingly, in George Chapman's English translation of the Odyssey, 

published in two parts in 1614-1615. l say "surprisingly" because 

Chapman's cast of mind was nothing if not al1egorical. In a note 

explaining a distinction he has interpolated in 1ine 97 of Book l, 

concerning the opposing pulls of Odysseus' "judgment" and "affec-

tions" as he languishes during his sevedth y~ar on Calypso's island, 

Chapman reveals his conception of the poem as a whole: 

This ls thus translated the rather to e:l<presse and 
approve the Allegorie driven through the whole Odysses, 
deciphering the intangling of the Wisest in his affec
tions and the torments that breede in every pious minde: 

23 Ludovico Ariosto, Orlando Furioso, trans. Sir John Harington 
(1591; rpt. Oxford, 1972), 8.13.7. 



to be thereby hindred to arrive so directly as he 
desires at the proper and onely true naturall countrie 
of every worthy man, whose haven is heaven and the next 
life, to which this life is but a sea, in continuall 
aesture and vexation.24 
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This note is important bp.cause it reveals Chapman's faith that moral 

or philosophical truths lie hidden beneath the literal surface of the 

Odyssey--that Odysseus in struggling towards Ithaea is ~etually 

Everyman reaching with yearning for the shores of heaven. Even more 

signifieantly, it indieates Chapman's belief in an allegory which is 

dynamic, whose meaning and hero continue to develop through twists 

and turns of the plot. Chapman, like the Stoie and Neo-Platonic 

commentators on Homer stretching baek two thousand years before him, 

tends to view human emotions as entanglements, as distractions from 

the true path indicated by reason or piety. He differs from them, 

however, in stressing Odysseus's oLiginally passionate and unruly 

nature. As George Lord w~ites in what could be regarded as the 

thesis statement of his Homede Renaissance, "the ethical bias of 

Chapwan's Odyssey does not inhere in any attempt to make Ulysses a 

morally-perfect hero, but r.ather in the explieit emphasis whieh 

Chapman gives to the values whieh Ulysses must recognize before he 

can attain happiness."25 

This ethical bias also allows for fair treatment of problem-

atical goddesses. Chapman, as l hope to demonstrate, was tempted by 

the orthodox allegorieal Ciree, but his own more complicated moral 

24 George Chapman, trans., Chapman's Homer, ed. Allardyce 
Nicoll, vol. II (New York, 1956), p. 14. 

25 Lord, Homeric Renaissance (New Haven, 1956), p. 21. 
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view and his loyalty to Homer prevented him from passing her on. He 

\o.,)uld have come across this Ciree in his chief reference, the 

parallel Greek-Latin edit ion of Homer printed with the commentary of 

Jean de Sponde (Johannes Spondanus), a continental humanist.26 In 

his "Argument" heading Book X, Chapman gives a rhymed synopsis of 

what is about to oecur. "All save Euryloches" are 

to swine 
By Ciree turned. Their stayes encline 
Ulysses to their search, who got 
Of Mereurie an Antidote, 
(Which Moly was) gainst Circe's charmes, 

And 50 avoids his souldiers' harmes. 
A yeare with Ciree all remaine, 
And then their native forms regaine. (p. 169) 

These lines contatn an inaccuraey not found in his translation 

itself: the information that the Greek sailors wallowed in her st Y 

for a year. They suggest that Chapman might have liked to have made 

the Bomeric Ciree worSE; than she really was, but felt duty-bound to 

[ollow the master in having her retransform Ulysses' eompanions 

within the day. This tension between what Ciree was supposed to be 

for two thousand years and what Homer shows her to be animates his 

handling of her eharacter. 

For instance, Chapman i3 somewhat ambiguous concerning her 

status as a goddess. Though he continually shies away from trans-

", .,. ). ", , "'::: ~ , ('", 
lating the ~ in her formulas--K2f'K'1 ~:ulfÀol(~05t6~21/~ C>'e:0,5 o(uol1~C1"O"'OI. 

is rendered by him as "faire-haird, dreadfull, eloquent Ciree" 

(x.175)--he i5 lavish with the adjective "divine." Her house and her 

26 The Latin translation in de Sponde's edition, published in 
Ba~el in 1583, was actually that of Andreas Divus. For information 
about Chapman' s use of this text see R. S. Ide, "Exemplary Heroism in 
Chapman' s Homer," Studies in English Literature, 22 (1982), 121-136. 
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presence are each so described. Generally, Chapman either ignores 

Homeric formulas or gives non-literaI translations of thern, 80 his 

repeated balking at translating the $i::.< ~~wv formula may merely be 
) 

in keeping with this habit. His rendering of OJUO"créVj n-o~V:l'florto5--

literally "Odysseus of many ways" ,')r "moves"--as "the rnan/ Of rnany 

virtues - Ithacensian, Deepe-soul' d Ulysses" (x. 441-443) is an 

entirely typical shifting of meaning from the surface to the spirit 

which Chapman discerns beneath it. 

Throughout Book X and the poern as a whole, Chapman suppresses 

sorne of the sensuous details of the great feasting and bathing 

rituals in Homer. Perhaps these seemed merely repetitive to himi 

perhaps he saw no particular need for one of Circe's handmaids ta 

massage Ulysses with olive oil after she had lavishly bathed him, or 

for another ta pour water from a golden pitcher into a silver basin. 

In omitting details like these, however, Chapman changes the quality 

of Homer's verse, lessening its celebration and acceptance of the 

delights of the physical world. Because Circe's power is so grounded 

in these delights, Chapman subtly, perhaps unwittingly, undermines 

it. 

In still other passages in Book X, Chapman devalues what is 

bodily or physical by adding disparaging judgments not found in the 

Greek text. When Eurylochus and the twenty-two scared sailors who 

have been chosen by lot to explore the island with him leave Odysseus 

and the others by the shor1a, Homer merely tells us that the former 

were "crying" (I<Mlo'/7"'G-5) and the latter "lamenting" (toéwV'~). 

Chapman'.9 Ulysses remarks: "AlI . . . tooke leave with teares, and 

• 
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our eyes 'dorel The same wet badge of weake humanity" (x.278-279). 

Homer's hero would never say such a thing, for in the Greek text 

masculine tears are a simple fact of nature, like breath or thunder 

or tide~. Similarly, when Chapman's Ulysses is invited to mount 

Circe' s bed, he thir.ks of his men and hesitates, afraic\ "that l might 

likewise leade/ A beast's life with thee, softn'd, naked stript,/ 

That in my blood thy banes may more be steept" (x. 452-454). In 

justice to Chapman, it shoulc\ be pointed out that this is very likely 

exactly what Odysseus fears from mlngling sexually with Circe and 

hence he maKes her swear a great oath before he touches her. Homer, 

however, is not as explicit. ALI Odysseus says to the goddess is 

that he is afraid "you might place sorne evil on me while naked and 

unmanned."27 The connotation of sexuality as bestiality does not 

emerge from the Greek text. 

Whatever Chapman takes away from CiLce by devaluing the bodily 

and the concrete, he givez back by emphasizing her importance as a 

moral teacher. Circe assumes this role in Book XII when she gives 

Odysseus sailing directions and tells him of the restraints he must 

impose on himself and his men if he wishes ever to see Ithaca again. 

Previous believers in the allegorical meaning of Circe had never 

dared to comment on this long and crut.,;ial passage, for ta calI 

attention ta it would have been to destroy their own credibility. 

Because Chapman's vision of allegory is dynamic, emphasizing the 

spiritual education of Ulysses, he is comfortable with the positive 

teaching raIe Circe assumes here and even adds to the fullness of 
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Homer's descriptions. In lines 25-27 of the Greek text the enchant-

ress, having singled out Odysseus from the crowd feasting on her 

shores, tells him "I will show you the way and point out each 

[pitfall), lest you, suffering, come to grief on land or sea in sorne 

baci sack of tro1lble. "28 Chapman' 09 version is as follows: 

Your way, and every act ye must addresse, 
My knowledge of their order shall designe, 
Lest with your owne bad counsels ye encline 
Events as bad against ye, and sustaine 
By sea and shore the wofull ends that raigne 
In wilfull actions. (xii. 37-42) 

She adopts here the rather patronizing tone of one who ls perfectly 

sure she possesses superior knowledge, sounding like a mother chiding 

a son for his headstrong folly. 

Chapman's translation of her warning against the Sirens makes 

clear that it is misguided desire that causes such folly: 

whosoever shall 
(For want of knowledge mov'd) but heare the calI 
Of any Siren, he will so despise 
Bath wife and children for their sorceries, 
That never home turnes his ôffection's streame, 
Nor they take joy in him, nor he in them. 
The Sirens will so soften with their song 
(Shrill and in sensuall appetite so strong) 
His 100se affections that he gives them head. (xii.5B-66) 

Homer's passage is grammatically puzzling and difficult to translate 

in a way that is both literal and smooth. It goes something llke 

this: "Whoever, enticed by folly, listens to the voice of the 

Sirens--his wife and small children will not take joy in him. Nor 

will he, returning home, stand near [them]. For the Sirens will 

• 
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charm him with their piercing songs to stay within their meadows" 

) ,/ 

(xii, 41-45) .29 Chapman's interpretation of ou /(OI V 2JV1'O'l1 as "despise" 

io3 oure license, and his translation of À'2tf1JfJP as "shrill and in 

sensuall appetite so strong" is an exaggeration that sheds more l.ight 

on his own assumptions than on Homer' s text. C.learly there is a pro-

spirit, anti-senses bias to his translation. Yet in spite of this 

bias, Chapman reads the Odyssey freshly. If his Ciree were the 

traditional allegorical one, the Queen of Lust, she would never be 

warning Ulyso3es against "sensuall appetites." 

The la st of Circe's instructions l wish to examine io3 her advice 

to Ulysses about how to pass through the st rait of Scylla and 

Charybdis with minimal losses. She tells him to steer close to the 

rock of Scylla, and not to pause to fight when the monster grabs six 

of his men te feed her six mouths. Ulysses does not readily accept 

this prescriptloll for seemingly cowardly behavior. When he protests, 

Ciree replies: 

o unhappy! art thou yet 
Enflam'd with warre, and thirst to drink thy swet? 
Not to the Gods give up both Armes and will? 
She deathlesse is, and that immortall ill 
Grave, harsh, outragious, not to be subdu'd 
That men must suffer till they be renew'd, 

29 ~51'-15 J.'ir5p6;':.1 'f1'"~"d.cr1 Ic,oil 1'f);é/SoV ~KOVO'/If 
ç ~ ~ <1 ~ ,~~ ~ 
<..é1fll1V'ÜV, 'f\w 0 ou 1'-2 t'VI/Yj KoU V'111'20\ 1\~"vOl, 

,,. l ,/' ., 1.''''' o ~ K 0\ 6" é VC)(::r~1I/ O""ol,V1'"Z 1'hi.p 2o--1'r:k1'-c/ll () 1I6e: ÔcA Vu V1'o<l) 

b..M\d" Î'~ ~~tP~1/2 "\~o'U{)0 ~é:ÀD()V~~ V ~Ol an) 
<', i • 
n~_EYOn éV />éliA- V2. 

Ato'UPp is a variation of the word used to describe Circe's own voice. 
In his note ta the Greek text, p. 407, W. B. Stanford says ").ll/UPOS 
and /\l.{fu) describe the kind of sound the Greeks like best: it is 
defined by Arlstotle in De Audibilibus 804a,25ff. as consisting of 
sharpnes3 and precision." 



Nor lives there any virtue that can flie 
The vicious outrage of their crueltie, 
Shouldst thou put Armes on, and approach the Rocke, 
l fear sixe more must expiate the shocke. 
Six heads sixe men aske still. (xii.177-1B7) 

Chapman here introduces sorne Christian overtones ("renew'd" in the 

sense of "redeemed," "expiated") but otherwise his version follows 
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the original closely. In both Homer and his Jacobean translaLor the 

passage is impo~tant, for it points out the limita of military 

heroism. These limits chafe the nature of Ulysses, who arms for the 

encounter anyway: 

then even I forgot to shunne the harme 
Ciree forewarnd, who willd l should not arme, 
Nor shew my selfe to Scylla, lest in vaine 
l ventur'd life. Yet could not l containe, 
But arm'd at aIl parts and two lances tooke. (xii.336-340) 

In both the original and in Chapman, he proves that he has half-

learned from Ciree in spite of himself, for he does not pause at 

Scylla's rock to strike back at her even though he has grabbed his 

weapons. After a few more violent misadventures, the rest of this 

lesson abùut human and heroic limits penetrates Ulysses' character. 

When, battered and brine-streaked, he finally cornes to rest on the 

civilized earth of Scheria, he kisses it in gratitude. And he 

realizes that he owes his safe landing to the river god to whom he 

has humbly prayed. Chapman emphasizes the difficult knowledge that 

Ciree has helped Ulysses to gain by adding two lines not to be found 

in Homer to his hero's reflective speech: 

But he that fights with heaven, or with the sea, 
To Indiscretion addes Impietie. (v. 642-643) 

As George Lord remarks, "by this interpolation Chapman cal18 the 

reader's attention to a major revolution in Ulysses' out look and 



prepares us for his q1orification of the hero as the essence of 

virtue." 30 

By emphasizing Circe's role as a moral and spiritual teacher, 

Chapman restores her lOSl dignity and casts her aa a central char

acter in the dynamic allegory he thought the Odyssey to be. 

Chapman' s Circe is not quite Homer' s--she does not reign with such 

splendid entitlement over the pleasures and forms of the flesh--but 

neither is she a distortion. with tension, verve, and a healthy 

loyalty to Homer, Chapman succep.ds in bringing a magnificent epic 

into English. Beside his Ciree, as beside Gelli' s, those of the 

Renaissance mythographers reveal themselves as figments of a stale, 

programmed imagination shaped by unexamined prejudices acquired 

secondhand. 
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Having looked at the Renaissance stereotype, and at Chapman's 

and Gelli' s departures from it, we can now ask what relationship thût 

stereotype has to the ways in which wornen were regarded in early 

modern Europe. Since this stereotypical Ciree has nothing to do with 

divinity (Christianity had long ago stripped her of that aura), she 

functions all the more efficiently as an image absorbing and re

flecting cultural attitudes towards wornen, for she is not different 

in degree frorn human females. 

Ale~ati saw her as the prototypieal prostitute, Cornes as a kind 

of alchemist causing lust to bubble up from the mixing of heat and 

rnoisture. Her sexual powers, in the stereotypical view, comprise 

30 Lord, Homeric Renaissance, p. 92. 
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very nearly a11 of her nature and give he"C the ability to change men 

to beasts in the st Y of her bed. This emphasis is entirely ccnsis-

tent with sixteenth and early seventeenth cent ury ideas about female 

sexuality. This was emphatically not an era in which bride~ were 

instructed to "lie back, close your eyes, and think of the Empire," 

as young Englishwomen were to be three centuries later. Ellzabcthan 

and Jacobean women were portrayed as dangerously lusty in the popular 

psychology of the times; they were thought to be imbued with far 

greater sexual appetite than men. 31 Robert Burton, in his Anatomy of 

Melancholy (1621) emphasized the disparity of lust beween the sexes: 

"Worse it is in women than in men; when she is . an old widow, a 

mother long since . . . she doth very unseemly seek to marry; yet 

whilst she i5 so old a crone . . . a mere carcass, a witch, and 

scarce feel. she caterwauls and must have a stallion, a champion." 

Young women he believed to be equally affected by inordinate passion: 

"Generally women begin . at fourteen years old, then they do 

offer themselves and plainly rage. "32 Burton' s view was not much 

different from that of Joseph Swetnam, whose antifeminist pamphlet of 

1615 reflected the presumed lust of. wamen in its title, '''l'he Arraign-

ment of Lewd, Idle, Forward and Unconstant Women." 

Such lustful temptresses, it was thaught, were responsible for 

31 Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the 
Scientific Revolution (San Francisco, 1980), p. 132. This belief in 
the strength of the female libido goes back ta antiquity. l have 
never read any explanation of why it disappeared (or was at least 
rarely expressed) by the mid-nineteenth century. 

32 Burton, The Anatamy of Melancholy (New York, 1932), III, pp. 
56 and 55; quoted by Merchant, p. 132. 
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the corruption of the male. Like Eve, they were thought to use their 

warrn and eager flesh to le<ld men spiritually astray. Renaissance 

indictments of wornen differ remarkably little from medieval ones, 

though they are usually phrased in f!lOre secular terms i 33 rnisogynists 

in both eras damned the sex by damning its progenitress. As late as 

the seventeenth century "prayers for wornen t suse, composed by either 

sex, often referred apologetically to 'my Grandmother Eve.' Men in 

the seventeenth century were not, it seemed, descended from Eve. "34 

Even a ~'riter as fond of women and as wittily self-aware as John 

Donne consented to this biased, age-old thinking when it served his 

purpose. Playing upon the idea of orgasm as a "little death," Donne 

asserts (in lines 106-107 of his long philosophical poem, "The 

Anatomy of the World") that 

One woman [Eve] at one blow, then kill' d us aIl. 
And singly, one by one, they kill us now. 

Donne goes on, in the next two lines, to admit that "We doe delight-

fully our selves allow/ To that consumption." His equable admission 

that sex i8, after aIl, an affair of both the sexes was not shared by 

male ideologues who believed that conternporary women bore the mark of 

their descent from Eve in their ferocious libidos. 

Foremost among this group were two Dominican inquisitors, 

Heinrich Kramer and Johannes Sprenger, authors of the Malleus 

Maleficarum, a witch-hunting manual first published in 1486 and 

33 Katherine M. Rogers, The Troublesome Helpmate (Seattle, 
1966), p. 100. 

34 Antonia Fraser, The Weaker Vessel (New York, 1984), p. 100. 



.. 

169 

authoritatively prefaced by an epistle from the Pope. 35 They bluntly 

proclaimed that there was a cause-effect relationship between 

witchcraft and female sexuality: 

To conclude. All witchcraft cornes from carnal lust, 
which is in women insatiable. See Proverbs XXX: There 
are three things that are never satisfied, yea, a 
a fourth thing which says not, It is enough; that 1s, 
the mouth of the womb. Wherefore for the sake of 
fulfilling their lusts they consort even with devils 
... it is no matter for wonder that there are more 
women found infected with the heresy of witchcraft. 
And in consequence of this, it i3 better called the 
heresy of witches than of wizards, since the name i3 
taken from the more powerful party. 36 

To a twentieth-century reader, such a passage reeks of hatred not 

only of women but of the body. What we recognize as aLtitudinal 

distortions were part of the standard wisdom of the t imes. Jean 

Bodin, a French jurist renowned for his learning and still quoted in 

textbooks on political theory, explained to the readers of his De la 

démonomanie des sorciers, published in Paris in 1580, why a dis-

proportionately large number of women were tried for witchcraft. It 

was because, he says, of women' s "hestial cupidity." He then 

elaborates: 

For one sees that women's visceral parts are bigger 
than those of men whose cupidity lEI less violent. 
On the oLher hand, men have larger heads and the re
fore have more brains and sense than women. The poets 
expressed this metaphorically when they said that 
Pallas Athene, goddess of wisdom, was barn from the 
brain of Jupiter and had no mother; they meant to show 
that wisdom never cornes from women, whose nature is 
nearer that of brute beasts. We rnay as well add that 

35 This volume' s title, which contains a feminine Latin noun, 
translates as "The Harruner of the WiLches. Il 

36 H. Kramer and J. Sprenger, Malleus Maleficarum, trans. 
Montague Summers (New York, 1971), p. 127. 
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Satan first addressed himself to woman, who then 
seduced man. 37 

Bodin, like most thinkers of his time, believed that in women the 
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lower nature ruled the higher, and he f~ared that the disorderliness 

of the sex wuuld spread to society at large. He advocated strict 

persecution of witches ta prevent such cl disaster. 

Obviously, the link between female libido and access to super-

natural powers which Bodin, Kramer and Sprenger, and other witch-

hunters proclaimed to exist with such conviction is also reflected in 

the Renaissance stereotype of Circe.38 A young, beautiful nympho-

maniac-witch: what else is the Circe of emblem books and mytho-

grapt.ü:s? Ta assume, however, that the majority of women burned at 

the stake on the Continent or hanged as witches in England actua1ly 

fit this image wou Id be a major error. The theory of the witch-

hunters must be distinguished from their practice. 

The typical sixteenth or seventeenth cent ury witch put on trial 

for consorting with ~emons was certainly likely to be female, but 

also likely to be midd1e-aged or old.39 She was unlikely to have 

37 Bodin, De la démonomanie, p. 225; quoted in Julia O'Faolain 
and Laura Martines, eds., Not in God's Image (New York, 1973), 
pp. 2 0 9 - 21 0 . 

38 In his Démonomanie, Bodin discu$ses Ciree. He sees her as a 
prototypical witch in 1eague with Satan and believes that her 
transformation of men ta swine is literaI, not a11egorica1. He cites 
Aquinas, who held that demons could impose any shape at will upon 
men, to back up his point of view. Hughes, "Spenser' s Acrasia and 
the Renaissance Ciree," 395. 

39 As Antonié: Fraser remarks, in The Weaker Vessel, p. 112, 
these facts are now common ground among historians writing about the 
witch persecutions. Contemporary writers a1so aqreed about the 
preponderance of fema1e~ over males: King James put the proportion 
at 20:1; Alexander Roberts at 100:1. Both exaggerated. See also 



171 

been a sexual attraction or threat to her accusers. During the 

witch-hysteria the negative bias towards women which had been endemic 

for centuries and sanctioned by almost aIl cultural institutions 

found a very focused expression: it was channeled towards those women 

who, for reasons of age or poverty, were least able to defend 

themselves. The bitter question posed by the Witch of Edmonton to a 

London theatre audience could well have been asked by many of the 

thousands put to death: 

Cause l am poor, deform'd, ignorant 
And like a bow buckled and bent together 
Must l for that be made a common sink 
For aIl the filth and rubbish of Men's tongues 
To fall and run into?40 

Historians such as Alan Macfarlane, who have painstakingly examined 

local census and court records for information about the witches and 

their accusers, have turned up little that conflicts with this 

analysis of witch persecutions as the scapegoating of the weak. 

English witches in the county of Essex, as Macfarlane makes 

plain, were quite ordinary, likely to be old women well known but not 

Alan Macfarlane's chart of sex ratios among accused witches in 
Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England (London, 1970), p. 160, and 
the following chart from WIlliam Monter's essay "The Pedestal and the 
Stake: Courtly Love and Witchcraft" in Becoming Visible, ed. 
Bridenthal and Koonz: 

PLRCUlTA(,[ Of 

REGIO:-.l WO~{E:-.I TRIED ME~l TitIED Wl)~.tr N 

Southwest Germ.my {OSO 238 8 li" 
-/0 

West Sw\czerbnd 893 237 80~{; 

VencClln RepubllC 43° 119 78% 
( ... l.SlIle 31 4- 13 1 7 l ~'o 
BelglUffi (NlITIur) 337 29 92~'o 
Engbnd (Esse:) 267 :13 9"// -/0 

40 Dekker, Ford and Rowley, The Witch Qf Edmonton, II, ii quoted 
by Fraser, p. 118. 
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very well liked by their neighbors. Nothing in his study contra-

dicts the contemporary assertion of Reginald Scot that persons said 

to be witches "are women which be conunonly old, lame, bleare-eied, 

pale, fowle, and full of wrinkles; poore, sullen, superstitious."41 

The typical age for a witch in Essex was between fifty and seventy, 

and she was probably a poor man' s wife or widow rather than an aged 

spins'Cer.42 Her motive for hexing her neighbors? Most likely 

revenge, after being denied sorne help or charity. 43 Accused witches 

were likely to be those who often begged favors, but who were not 

considered to be among the harmless, permanently destitute. They 

went "from house to house, and from doore te '-loore for a pot full of 

milke, yest, dd.nke, pottage, or some such releefe," according to 

Scot.44 These socially powerless persons may have regarded acts of 

witchcraft as their only means of redress. 

While suspectbd witches were characteristically middle-aged or 

old, their victirns appear to have been younger, more prosperous 

adults. The most common occupation of the husbands of witches was 

labourer; the most common ocupation of victim families, yeoman.45 

41 Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of witchcraft (1584; rpt. 
Carbondale, Ill., 1964), p. 29. Scot's book attacks both the "flat 
and plaine knaverie . . . practised against these old women" and the 
Demonology of J~an Bodin, published four years earlier. Though he 
loathed the injustice of the persecutions, Scot never doubted the 
reality or existence of witchcraft. 

42 Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England, p. 161. 

43 Macfarlane, p. 173. 

44 Scot, p. 37. 

45 Macfarlane, pp. 162, 150. 
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Land tenure in Essex appears ta have been at least obliquely related 

to witchcraft cases. Prosecutions were heaviest in those parts of 

the county which were most heavily enclosed, 1ightest in those which 

still had unenclosed fields or forest. 46 In this era of change, when 

manorial organization and the Catholic church were becoming weak in 

England and the poor could no longer count on finding alms at these 

door5, witchcraft accusations seem to have provided a socially 

acceptable rneans for blarning the victirn. The new, nation-wide 

English system of poor relief, based on local compulsory taxation and 

expenditure, did not becorne fully functioning until weIl into the 

seventeenth century. 47 In the decades between the dernise of the old, 

informaI welfare system and the rise of the new, state-regulated one, 

witchcraft accusations were at their height. Macfarlane believes 

such accusations were prornpted by a tension between the old, communal 

ideal of neighborliness and a new, more individualistic ethic 

stipulating the investrnent of surplus wealth. 

His socio-economic analysis is convincing and pragmatic but not, 

l think, complete, because it virtually ignores spiritual or psycho-

10gical causes. It shou1d be added that in the sixteenth century, 

before the mechanistic cosmos of Newton had been discovered, alrnosl 

everyone believed in witchcraft as a possibility. They believed in 

witchcraft b'dcause they believed in a uni verse animated by spirits, 

both good and bad. Practicioners of white magic (known as "cunning 

46 Macfarlane, pp. 154-155. 

47 Lawrence Stone, "The Rise of the Nuclear Farnily" in The 
Family in History, ed. Charles E. Rosenberg (Philadelphia, 1975), 
p. 20. 

&&S 
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folk") were everywhere in England and probably everywhere on the 

Continent too. In Essex, Macfarlane has turned up the names of 

sixt y-one of these cunning folk, two-thirds of whom were male; they 

were consulted about matters of health and lost property. 48 Yet 

there was little overlap between white and black magic. Of the 287 

people tried for witchcraft at the Essex Assizes--92% of whom were 

female--only six were knOlYn to be cunning folk. 49 Given the cen-

turies-old belief in a world permeated by spirits (a belief channeled 

by the Catholic chur~h but never discredited) and the centuries-old 

tradition of misogynistic thinldng (also channeled by the Church), 

why did the witch-hunting hysteria wait until the sixteenth cent ury 

to erupt in full force? Certainly any satisfactory analysis of the 

phenomenon should be able to account for this timing. 

Perhaps if there had been no Reformation there would have been 

no wl.tch-hysteria, or a much less virulent one. The new Protestant 

sects preserved the medieval belief in demons; indeed, Luther and 

Calvin took great pains to point out scriptural texts elaborating the 

powers of witches and demons.50 And yet these sects abandoned the 

Catholic rituals oramatizing the expulsion of evil and the communal 

propitiation of Gad. Suspected Catholic witches could be washed 

clean of their sins by confession, penance and absolution. In 

Protestant regions, neither communal rituals for dealing with 

48 Macfarlane, pp. 117-118. 

49 Macfarlane, p. 128. 

50 Alan C. Kors and Edward Peters, eds., witchcraft in Europe, 
1100-1700 (Philadelphia, 1972), pp. 193, 202. 

-
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suffering ncr rituals for individual spiritual cleansing were given 

much credence. Hence rrotestants, needing psychologically to believe 

in their own righteousness, were more tempted to cope with the 

misfortunes of daily life by pointing the finger at their neighbors; 

and the finger, once pointed, was more likely to lead to ~he stake or 

the gallows. In Catholic Spain and Italy, where the notorious 

Inquisition had jurisdictiol1 over witchcraft trials, surviving 

records indicate that only a handful of people were put to death for 

the crime.5l Yet the Catholic record vis-à-vis the witchcraft 

phenomenon is not uniformly good. In Germany and Switzerland, 

regions particularly torn apart by religious dissension, the Church 

burned many witches as heretics.52 The single worst-hit region was 

the Catholic Bishopric of Trier in southwestern Germany, where ln 

1585 two villages in the region were left with only one female 

inhabitant each.53 The upheavals and anxieties of the Reformation 

left Catholics apt to see heretics everywhere and Protestants apt ta 

project their own guilts and inadequacies on to their neighbars. 

witchcraft may have been, in essence, a rnedieval phenomenon, but it 

blossomed rankly only when the medieval means of coping with it were 

no longer viable. 

51 Monter, "The Pedestal and the Stake," p. 130. 

52 In Cathollc regions wltchcraft was viewed as a variety of 
heresy and tried in ecclesiastical courts; in Protestant countries 
witch trials were generally shifted to civil criminal courts. Kars 
and Peters, Witchcraft in Europe, p. 193. 

53 Monter, p. 130; Merchan':., The Deatn of Nature, p. 138. 

•• 
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The witch-hysteria of the sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries still stands, l believe, as the high-water mark of misogyny 

in Western culture. Other phenomena which affected women during this 

period--the somewhat half-hearted humanist vogue to educate and 

defend themi the combined impact of P=otestantism, the emerging 

absolutist state, and changing economic conditions on family st rue-

tures and relationships--may have been of temporary or dubious 

benefit to women's welfare, but at least they were not venomously 

harmful. The negative Renaissance ~tereotype of Ciree has a far less 

obvious, more tenuous connection with these broad phenomena than she 

does with witcheraft. We should keep in mind, however, the primary 

reason the stereotype was negative: because it symbolized the power 

of wornan over man. 

The Renaissance Ciree, l believe, is a high-toned example of the 

woman-on-top topos which \'las very much a part of popular culture. In 

this era of massive change and shifting authority, there was a great 

deal of discussion about the proper hierarchical relationship of the 

sexes. Myth--perhaps because it seemed safely removed from daily 

life--was combed for examples of what might be expected if females 

were allowed to aS&ume a dominant position in society and in rela-

tionship. Among the literati, who were newly familiar with 

Herodotos' exotic tales, references to Amazons proliferated.54 These 

mythical Amazons and the stereotypical Ciree evoked a mixture of 

54 For an incisive discussion of Amazonian mythology, which was 
"ubiquitous in Elizabethan texts," see Louis A. Montrose's article 
nA Midsummer Night's Dream and the Shaping Fantasies of Elizabethan 
Culture: Gender, Power, Form" in Rewriting the Renaissance. 

-
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fascination and horror because they touched a nerve in the culture. 

Confronted with daily evidence of women's competence and strength,55 

but clinging to an ideology which held that women were created 

inferior, many people in early modern Europe were willing to enter-

tain the notion that women could be dominant or superior as long as 

that notion did not intrudb on their actual social or economic 

arrangements. A:most no one, however, questioned the idea of 

hierarchy itself; dominance-submission patterns might be flipped in 

the imagination, but they were ôot resolved there into equality. 

That step into a brave new world was rarely foreseen, let alcne 

taken. Even members of the international humanist community, some of 

whom were very concerned with the issue of women's status and 

capabilities, persisted in thinking in terms of sexual hierarchy. 

Hence most of their writings 0~ women are full of paradox. 

These paradoxes date back to the Florentine founders of human-

ism. Writers such as Leonardo Bruni helped to ensure that humanistic 

studies would be civic in focus, designed to develop able and engaged 

citizens rather than dry worshippers of antiquity. Bruni believed 

that young women as weIl as young men should be taught the liberal 

arts--and yet he ~tipulates in De studi~s et litteris that girls 

should be kept away from aIl forms of rhetoric, which "lies abso-

55 Renaissance women helped run family businesses, occasionally 
dre!ISed in men's clothing, and were socially active in vlllages and 
at court. Although the desirability of women's modesty and silence 
is stressed in text after text of the times, this does not seem to 
have been an era in which women ~outinely compli~d with that desire. 
Renaissance Europe was not periclean Athens. See particularly 
Natalie Zemon Davis's Society and Culture in Early Modern France and 
Linda Woodbridge's Women and the English Renaissance. 
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lutely outside the province of women. "56 He probably stumbled across 

Aristotle' s prohibition on wornen' s participation in p:.lblic life, as 

weIl as across contemporary praise of the silent or quiet woman. The 

contradiction inher.ent in Bruni' s position, that wornen should be 

educated humanistically and yet remain political nonentitie~, did not 

expire from its own illogi..::ality; it reappears in later hurnanists' 

work. 

Sir Thomas More, for instance, followed Bruni' s generous lead in 

extending the discipline and delight of classical studies to girls. 

His own daughters received extensive instruction in Greek and Latin. 

More remarked to their tutor that if women "are worthy of being 

ranked with the human race, if they are distinguished by reason from 

beasts, that learning by which the reason is cultivated is equally 

sùitable to both (sexes]. "57 Yet More' s respect for women as mutual 

learners and companions did not prompt him to wish to renovate the 

prevailing sexual hierarchy. In his Utopia the subjection of wives 

to their husbands is the one clearly authoritarian practice in a 

predominantly egalitarian society. 

At about the same time More' s daughters \~ere studying the 

classics, Mary Tudor was being instructed by the great Spanish 

humanist Juan Luis Vives, whorn her rnother, Catherine of Aragon, had 

persuaded to come to England. Vives, at Catherine's request, wrote 

56 Bruni, De studiis et litteris, trans. william Harrison 
Woodward; quoted by Constance Jordan in "Feminism and the Humanists" 
in Rewriting the Renaissance, p. 253. 

57 Quoted by Kenneth Charlton in Education in Renaissance 
~ngland (Toronto, 1965), p. 207. 

1 , , , 
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De institutione foerninae christianae (1523), which argues for the 

humanist education of women. Catherine probably realized that one 

day Mary might ru le and was concerned to have her trained for the 

part,58 If so, Vives' treatise, with all its prohLbitions against 

women in gove.cnment, must have disappointed her. Vives, like Bruni, 

arg'les that women should not be trained to be eloquent, and he make5 

a clear connection between the study of oratory and the practice of 

government: 

Wene you it was for nothyng that wyse men forbad you 
rule and governaunce of contreis and that saynt Paule 
byddeth you shall nat speke in congragatyon and 
gatherynge of people? AlI this sarne meaneth that you 
shall not medle with matters of reairnes or cities. 
Your own house is a cite great inough for you; as for 
the ab rode neither know you nor be you knowen.59 

Vives appears te be caught in what might be termed "the humanist 

bind": the tension, that is, between the genuine desire to extend the 

benefits of classical learning and the reluctance te question the 

authority of Aristotle's ideas on women's inferiority--especially 

since those ideas were corrobcrated by Genesis and St. Paul. 

It was the rare humanist treatise that directly challenged 

Aristotle. Catherine, however, was probably farniliar with one such 

document: Sir Thomas Elyot' s Defense of Good Wornen, published in 

1540. Elyot assigns Aristotle's views to a character within his 

dialogue named Caninius. Caninius' mean-spi:r.ited, snarling stance i3 

58 This is the guess of Garrett Mattingly in his biography 
Catherine of Aragon (New York, 1960), pp. 186-189. 

59 Vives, The instructiop of a Chri3ten woman; quoted in 
Constance Jordan, "Feminisrn and the Hurnanists" in Rewriting the 
Renaissance, p. 253. 
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rhetorically oppo:sed by t.hat of anOL er .:haracter, Candldu" ..,nJ oven 

more effect.iv"ly refuted br the ... lvlng, ~pclllung pre:Jenco of Queon 

Zenobl~ of. Per~la, a wcmar. of yreat learning, tcrnpet3t.e .:hi\t3ct.er an.:i 

experlence :.n n .. :e 60 'Jnfor~ur:a'!.ely. Zenob13, by the t Hr.o in which 

the treatl.:se ~!5 !Set, has t'ecn ce~eated dnd taiten pr1!50net by the 

Romans. And 50 E':'yot'5 wholo ac:e De:en!"lc turn!i upun the patddox pf 

an ::.:lustrl.OU5 but thcroughl x' 3~::"crd!r.iited 1o'o11".a;-;'!l i,e:ng ht'ld up ,1:1 

ar. exemplar of her sex. 

Only a few Rendl:J5an;::c WC=,"C·., born lnto n~ • .:.g : il::-.:: le:1 ! 1. 

c.:..nated. 

about hi!! raya: pUF:: :". a :"~'_"': ~J d fr:e:.J: 

french and ~ta:la;. sne Sp ..... c11C3 :!1;e Er.g:~:l:.; ~dt!: ...... ~l. 

flueney, proprlety a:-.d jJ::g:-lê:1t. sr.e a:3(; sp0Ke :;H'e1; 
with me, frequent:'y, W!:: .. ;.~:'f an-j :-,·::derd':..e:y WI:.:. 
nothl.ng can ce rr.cre elegar,: tnar. tocr r.ar.d .... rl~.:~g .... tl.:UIl·: 

ln Greek c:- Romarl c:-,aract{:=:~ ::. ::-~:l!C 'St..~ ,') .: •. :; 

the.:.r daughters. 

. 
..... - 1. 

60 Constance Jorda~. :.~.:.r,I:!3 • .... I(c:'l ~r.d~ .:.~r''"''t;;'d ~5 d ! .. f'.J~: •• 

fo::- Cathe=~nf! cf Aragcr. a:-::! s~gg.~S~3 tt.de:. E:ïf .... ~ ';r..dï t.c.1·.- f : Wll t ~ .. .!r .. tt.4· 
treat!.se ~o pers\...adc Ler ~:; rA.!"'~~:-e t"l ... :.· .... r:d:.ï .r.·:J:·/t:.:! d:J ff!'';'::.· !',,1 

ter daughter Mary. 

61 O~oted Dy 1 ennetr. 
p. 209. 
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!50:l'le of the rrorc ::u::a':' Engl~~h gentry, your:.g girl!5 begl1n t.o share 

the1r ~rother3' Greek and Lat~~ tutor~. 

hl t.hvuqr. the re: Ine:nent5 '..! h~.anlSl:\ tended to remaJ.n the 

r,rerc.gat l'Je 0: t~H~ wc: Iborr., sc:-e of the humanlst advocacy of female 

educclt l0r. dld ! lIter down to <:.!.e l:\lda~e classes. • few public 

grd:r..ar sch')')':'.:! acb.'.l!.ted a few exceptlona':'ly aole girls, and Richard 

~,;:ça3tcr, !:\aster ::-f the l'!er:;r.ant ':'aylors Scr.ool of Lor.don, wrote ln 

!,.l'/r: ;:,t thlS practlce.t2 :r; U',e years followlng Ell.-:abeth's àeat.h, 

L0w(>ver 1 these set.cc':'s agaln c:';)sed t.neir door!! to gIrl!! ar:.d private 

Wlt.h· . ...:t an 1::''...:stllCt.5 exa:-.ple at the top of Engllst'. !lvClety or far-

Ra!\lC •• !:e!"a~y !:: WCf1e:-. .. a~l a::c~!"ier stc~y. Because cf the 

:.:.testant err.p:-:as:s '...:p::.:-. !l::r1r-t...::-e ::-ead.:.r.g, :lteracy ::-atc3 for both 

:~exe3 begar. te lr.'.prcvc after -:;,f.e Blo':'e was translated lr.to vcrnacular 

. dnquages 7he c.vera':': l::,.pa:::-:. :;~ Rcf;:)nr.atlor: theo':'ogy and p::acu.ce 

Cn the one 

:",U1 i, there "'cl!3 d ne-- e:-.ohdS':'S ~:-:rc.;ghout ?rc~e5tan't:"!Hr. on the 

~on)uga':' affect.1..on 

! è-::<1::'.e the 1<1ca':' to w!-::.-:h ;:-.e::.::cr3 of the co:r~ . .:.n~ty aspu:cd, ::eplac:..ng 

Whd': Manner of Wc:r~n, cd. Marler.e 

63 Sec Ant C':1!.i1 F::aser' 3 C!':dp~er!'3 en !e:r-...ale eOi,;Catlon !.rl ~he 

,evè~teenth ce:;.!. .Jry ~ r- 7he Weak.er Ves~el. 
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the medieval Cat.hollc ldeal of cellbllcy. In Calvin'~ Genova tho 

t.l.rne-hallowed sexua: double standard was not tolorated, and adultery 

was qrounds for dlvorce b y elt.he:: pa::t.j' ~r. a rnarrlage. 64 Yet. for A 11 

.:..ts emphaSls on corr.pan':"C':ldte ::-.a::rlllge, Calvln' s Gene .... " W4~ a m.alc-

dc:n!nated sO':lety and W',::::nen's .'~g"l r.:..ght3 theH~ actually declllwd.b~ 

The empr.asls Protestant sc.:ts r, :<lced '..1por: dornest le plcty mcant, 111 

:n Englafld, Prote~t.ant 13:'" .::::;rr.!:)lned wH l', other pow("!! t u ~ ! tlcl(,r., 

: e! '. "W l':., .\ 

the 

~~pportl .... e re:at. .:..· .. es :-.e3::t..j', 

a!:ectlOr. char.ge':! ~::., ra:--.:-::, • r :-.. d ! Jo J • : j' .• : ~'1:.· l 

65 :"'aw::-er.::e S~:;ne, 

66 Xany cf :~ese pe.~.e s: 
• ...- tel' ~,.,. 

_'/ -,,J "", J,J "" 
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f.;ara ~ leI w1th tho:se of head!1 cf r.ou:set.eld:s dunng thi:s period.67 

~ame~ r wa~ we:: aware cf the connection betwp.en the patri-

archa: ~tate and the patr1archa: !arnlly. He wrote ~n 1609 that 

"L:.q~ are ca:r.pared te fathers :r. !al'"'~lie:5: fer a king .lS tr~l.y 

fJ~~~..!.S patr~ae, ~:-.e t=-~ll~:..=a: !d~he:: of h.:.s peop:'e .. "68 H~s v13ion of 

exp::ess ::e:-.. ::.·..:.:::CS :at.er ':he MaS5 

.'::-. ~t .. e ! ... g ... !.#.: :.: ~he !at.r.e::-,·· Relch dec:arc!J, 

"·~:.e d ..... ~r,')!' ... td!.a:. S~a.~B t .. dS :.~:.: !"ec!eser'.~a:l·,,·e :.:-~ e'Jery fa:!"il':y, so 

.~,~'\ :"_:-!e:d~ .. _:". !e·,-wc~r, a....:~r.,-: ... ~a~:ar. !a:-:..:y 3t=..;ctt.:te ar.:! abso-

~ ", ~ .. ,./ ·,.::.de! E : :. ;: a Ce ~!"'.. .:. ~ d:.d cf 

: ..... ;:. ef!cct ~eld powers 

: .. : c 
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G:~e female :-ole wh:.ch El:. zabett. did not dare to take on \las that 

A!tho~gh tr.e role was powerful, as the C:.ree 

'\'i~u!rjtype attest3, ~t was ll~vested w1th a negatl.vl.t.y wh:.ch probably 

"'J.J:d ha'Je beer. l~.tractclble C'':C!1 to her manipulat:.ons (to say nothing 

r_~ tt.f.! derr.and:3 tr.c :::,:e would :.a':e ::-.ade on her err.ctlons or her time) . 

: .•• ZdL.<:tf, and C_!"c-c were tw') 'J<:ry dlffercnt Rena:.ssance WO!i\en on top. 

B:':.h :)! "t.c:- ::ome ~:-,der :::-aglnatl\'e scrut:'!1y 1:': Edmund Spenser' s 

.!: ~rly lt.se!f 
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Chapter S.l.x. Spenser and the Feminlne 

The best ltnown Cl'cce flgur.~ ln Engl13h ll.terature 13 not llalood 

Cl.rce. Ye~ the ablllt.y of ACra5!a, the seduct.rc33 0[ the Howel ut 

a~i3S at the end of :\COK Il 0f 7r;e Faerle Queent!, to tutn the men !n 

whom she has lost s(·x..:al lnterest into animal~ ledves Ilttle dûuH 

about t:er mytho::JgJ.:ëd ar.(;est:y 

.:.ncarnate, the wc tr'.ar. ab:e t0 de~ .. ect ::"',-en fr0rr, ..... Lclr :ielve:J dnd ttU.~lI 

5 <:..n. 

ho· ... :-.. r ! ) ~ r 

exp:Jsea ~c ter ! f.: ..... f~ -.'.: 

agali., nour :shea .. : .. :.:. 
'-s ail. 
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r:\lrrQrs of ldeology."i. H1S words suggest a useful way to distinguish 

U.e syrr.boll.c narratl'/e o~ allegory from the syrnbol~c story-telling ~f 

rrït~ by discernlng the lntent of their makers. If the characters 

<lnd !mages of a narratlve retle::~ beliefs already 030 firmly held that 

t t.<.! author regards them as certa :.ntles, then 1':. lS most llkely 

rlll.~gor Ica 1. l f the story at terrpt s to ref :ect the myster 10U3 or body 

!G:::.n the unknown, lt 103 prlmarl':'y myth!c i~ cOllceptlor .. My:.h 103 the 

genre of 0rlq1ns, descrlbing events WhlCh "took place ln primordlal 

t .fr,e, the f abled t l:r.e of the 'beg 1nnlngs'" whlcn becomes, through the 

~e::lng of t~.e mytr., Inf!f.!tely recoverabJe.2 Wonder 13 lts 

I.d!dcterlst1c ~or.(:. Cr .• y :a:'<:l, wher. the exp:anat10ns cf mytr. have 

. ,1! Jen(.aJ ~r.~=- -:ert.a:':1-:1es ê1r-.j whe:: !':ltua: has ce:::ç:ne .... r.s~:tu~lonal-

::c,j, !c,c:J dl .. eg~ry :ic''/clop <l:J d .... ay of thc'Jght--f:rst 35 corr.:nentary 

~wn :- .gh':. .. 

7r.e whole 

t ... t·:-"'., Spenser ~e::3 ";3, :05 a "c():.t.lr.ued A::eg:)ry :~ da':-,I{e concelt" 

:3 t~ f1sh10n a gent:e7ar. ~r r.~Dle person ln 

:'hrcugh t.r.ese !ltor- :.es of knl.ghts 

~ r.e w _ :: ~! who r-epresen~s "the rr.ost 

~Jr sc:ve::aIne ::.~e QlJeef'.e," :Sp<:nser 

1963), pp. 18. 

3 Spenser-, ":'e::.ter- te Ra:egr." ln 7he Faerie Queene, ed. A. C. 
H.':I~:ton (New ïcrk, 197-:), p. '73-
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hoped to persuade h~s readers ~o consent enthusiastically to the 

prevailing pOlltlCal ethos of abs01utlsm veneered wlth clllvalry. Thl' 

characters and actlon of :Ohe Faerle Que_cne reflect. th.~ cetulintlt''1 t,) 

whicn Spenser flrmly adheres: r.:..s bellefs Hl the ûssent 1,11 riqhtllP~:' 

of l;:.llzabeth, of Angllca:-: Chrl:l~lanlty, dnd of the Queen':l power ln 

Ireland. The overa.il. temper 01 ~he poem :..s conservatlve, celebrdtpIY 

and when necessuy, as ln Flüvks \' and VI, de!enslvè. Spenser 

presents us wlth a wod.d to apprehend but not to quest ion. 

And yet hlS lavlsh powers as iln lmage-mal.er t rarl:lct'nd hl:l 

:onvlctlons. As C S. Law:..:'! ha:l perceptlvely observeJ, Spen'wl 

excels nearly all ot.r.er peets ~r. r.1S abll:..ty tG trdn'lltlte "int. th\..' 

V1Sl.Dle fee1..lngs c':".ge ol:.r.d df.,1 :i.ar~lCuldte/" ! _= ~JP t.d!J t.l proflJund 
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cal one, yet ln hlS wcrk these two modes of syrr~ol~c thlnking often 

pull agalnst eaeh other. Calidore's my5terious and transcendent 

moment of V1Slon, for instance, ~omes to him only i~ truancy, when he 

ha~ put aside h13 allegcrlcal q~e3t for the Blatant 8ùrst, whereas in 

the COmmedléJ every formaI.:. zed :Jtep of Dante' 09 p.:.:gr lmage prepares him 

flnally to appreheod the limlt~ess rnse of Belng a~d Light. Perhaps 

d. !eCjory, .... tf'.e hands 0: rr.d]:J! pce~:" alwayo9 tends to break Dack 

'hrough !r.to myth, ':.c peak lr. rroments of awe and V1S10r:. WhlCh leave 

l'jeology far behlnd. Accept lOg that thlS 15 so--that allPogory, 1f lt 

:1 qredt eoo~gh, lS lnherent:'y unstable--I stlll wonder about the 

qua: :ty of j:shdrIT.or.y lf. the Sy:noOl1C lmagery of The Faen.e Queene. 

\Ii!'}', H. Sp!r::ler' 5 !:!plC, do the :nost compelllr.g :-:,.ythlC rf.oments not 

J,- '::pe03er's perceptl':':~S ..,: t:.e fe:nlolne have te do wlth th13 

',( m(' vi t!:\~ POCr.':l eplsoj.~S Wl:. at least partlally answer. 

Boolt ! of 7he Faer:..e Queene beglns as any poe:: ~hlCh asp.res to 

Spenser's 

~ ... 'Wl~ver, ta!'" r.p w~s:~e3 n,,::~ 0r::y ~o be .!.nsp:..red by tn.ts :~gure, but 

~130 to please her sufflClently so thdt she wlll attend to hlS song. 

By ~he fourth ve:-sc ~f the Prce:n, Spenser' s lnvcrat.:..on r.ùs become the 

praye::: ct a C~Jrtler and he hùs .dent~fled nlS :nuse as "Great Lady of 

the greatest ls:e," she who dwel.s at Ha~ptor. Court rather than by 

~he sprlng3 of the Hellcon. H~3 graduaI el~sion of EI.:..zabeth w~th 
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the in~pirationai goddesse~ of mythology suggests that in the pacm 

which follows worldly concerns ',1111 be thoroughly mlxed wlth unw011d-

Iy ones, as in fact they are But more importdntly, the pù:JttllC ,'f 

appeal to a worldly, absolutlst power WhlCh Spenser d3:JUmcs by t!ll' 

end of the InvocatIon l!S potentl<llly complom131ng tu tus fteedùm ,)i 

ImaginatIon. 

The confllct between the poct's lnner creative sources dnd hl1 

external alleglance WhlCh 13 ~o cause such fissures ln the al1eguly 

of Books V and VI remalns latent throughoùt Book land m.lCh of BOllK 

II. It i5 in these bO':)J(s of Hollnes~ and 7err.r,eranc+.1 t hdt Spon:wr 

Wu KlllJW 

typlcally w:thholds the 3:gn t ,:,'_'\ '): ·t.'~lr nd::lWl 

!lrst rIdes loto t~e narrdll~e, : : , 13, wC d l rr,c...:l t .1 U 1 (.:nd t 1 C ,1 1 l Y 

c8mpare the 3carlet, gc':'d ar.d pedr13 Gr r.er gawn w!tL Und"1 wt.lle:-

than-snow attire, her "wantor. pd.frey" Wl~_r, :.511<1"l "> wly A'i'lf~," dlld 

lnterpret he: wlthln t:1e contex'_ WhlCh Sper.seI bd!! r:du.d...l .. ly prrJv-

Ided. 

books. 

response trom the !ead~T 

1 



191 

r":r0:3S at her side, she awakens archetypal images cf Mary on the r.lad 

t.o Bethlehem, of the preelous, untainted femin.loe forevE'r in need of 

vrctectlon. Aetually, of course, she loS a gaod deal stronger than 

~.er proteetor and, by forglving h13 faithlessncss and re3cuing him 

f rrjm the self-destruct.:.or. of Gespalr, she enables hur. ta grow into 

h19 ploper Splrltual stature. Her aet of forglveness has no drama 

bl;hind lt, however, for Spenser lmaglnes her as already far above 

self-dlV.lSOnS s~ch as the struggle ûetween Jud~ent and compassion. 

Lovely as Una 13, ahe loS not particularly sexual because she loS not 

Le: lcvalily human. The anly pos1tlve femlnlne cr.araeter ln the first 

tw,::, bOOKS wr.c lS enLiowed wlth il phys1cal lush!~eS3 13 Char13sa, whose 

L(~,11Ce l S permd;1er,t ly lcosened cecause she ::as 50 many babes ta 

:3 .. ckle--and iwr erCt.1Clsm lS clear 1 y net mear.::' to be l:r.portant ln 

lt'Ielt, b\lt I,l~her fGr t.he agdr': wh1cr. lt al:egorlcal:y expresse!:!. 

:-::"..Jql1 "fui: ct y-redt :'c·.'e," sh", :Jates "Cuplds want.or. snare as hell" 

(: x 301 • 

The negatlve femln.l~e ln ~ne f1rst. two boo~s lS fal more 

l nt.erest long bec..luse more CQmp:ex Not until the appearance '.J: 

Br. tomdrt ln B00K : 1 l does Sper.:3er sc:" ve the prcblem cf how ::. 0 

,::lardcterlze gucdne:Js 1:'. il way ·,"at :s nelther stat.1C nor bland. 

;)ue.33d, Phatdrld, ACra.31d. al: nave ln 00 ..... 0:-. a double nature which 

'::0uplus the appeallng w.lth the horr~d. Erro\..r, the flrst enemy Red 

,-': ,'33 enC0unters, 15 d partl,- ~larly crude representat.lon of t.r.is 

-':2rr.p,\und~"'d negallve fer:-.lnlne anJ. pert.aps 15 rr.ear.l te t::ain h.l.m to 

:~>-:-.!qnlze its later, pr.,Jgress1ve:y ::"cre subtle f::lrms. "Halfe llke a 

~t'rpent hcnibly dlsp:alde," Err:mr st li: retalns a woman' s shape ln 



'.:he uppe! half of her hody (1.i.14.7), making her con!ot"mation 

similar ta that "f the Sl.rens whose net.her parts U1ys3es loathe!.\ ln 

Geffrey Whitney' s book 01 ~mhlems. Because her VllAflCSS is plalnly 

displayed, Red Cross lS never re..llly ln dan~et" of being defeat.od by 
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her. though at cne pOlnt she winds her cOlls ar",Jnd hi:) ";holc b~)dy 1:\ 

a way whl.ch makes l.nmlstakably :lteral the ::.rctletYi-',l: 'hlCdt I.'f Ua! 

female to the male: engulfment. Wlth Una cheer 1ng t,!m Oll, an~i wit l. 

hlS own ample re3erve3 of courage ,wcl brute force, Red Cr03:3 :1lh:Ct':-I:.l-

fully disentangles h.:.mself frorr. t.he monster and prOCet'd3 tü jec,ltH-

ta'::e heL She exp1res most empt-.dt lcally, spewinq forth "a ~lt roam!! , t 

~ole black bloud" (1.24.9) ln a ;:ruJe but effectlve lmdq,· uf ev~l 

revealed. 

of destructlon which most. ot Spenser':3 Knlght3 pos3e:ls trI ,Ü)UllrJ • .HI' f', 

r1des off 11ghtly to !,13 next. er. ;'Jur.ler. 

demanded no mature self-mastery cr SplIltudl KI".Jwledgc, (,rdy 'Il'.! 

ab~l.:.ty to recognlze the Cb'J10US:y vile d!l vlle. 

Duessa expcses ~he 3hdl10wr..!sS of Red Cr033'::1 Clflde: ·ltc.in,j.flq, "t 

gather5 the spolls w!nch havI:! ! d ~ .e:1 r,e r wdy. 

agalnst her while he is .:..rr.prlgc:-•• ~d ln cl tr~e (;:.11 3:!f 

eventual expo5ure as a hag ( ; 
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lzation of Duessa with Ariosto's of Alcina (who alse provides a 

source for Acras~a in II.xii) reveals how Spenser has hel~htened h~r 

loathline~s, Whereas Astolpho, ~he treebound knight in the Orlando 

f'u r 1050, dwells on the bllSS of h~s lovemaking wlth Ale ~na tor 

several verses, Spenser' s Fraduù:"o merely says he "ln the w1t.ch 

unweeting .::>yd long time" (i1.40.2), and then goes on to describe how 

he flrst reallzed her ugllness when he sried on her bath1ng dur~ng a 

wltches' celebrat1on. It was then, Fradubio tells us, that he saw 

Ler "neathe- partes m:..sshapen, :r.onstruous" (1~. 41.1) --ilI peculiarly 

~npleasant detall WhlCh the more tolerant Ario~to, wr~ting in a 

country ln ~hlCt. wltch-huntlog never reached epldem~c proportlons, 

dOe:3 not Inclu·ie. Duessa, unllke Al::lna, lS unve1led tWlce, once in 

warnlng and once lr actuallty. Her '.\ctual stripPlng corr.es .Jn:'y aiter 

she has found a more f1ttlng mate for herself ln Orgog110 and a more 

3umptuous raie as the Whote of 3abylcio. It lS do ne at the request of 

Pna, who t hlnks expc!'lUre a !".ore appropr late pur1l.~hment for her than 

l'xecut ion. 

Sure1y th1S unrob1ng 13 one of the most unfortunately memorable 

p.1S:3dges of Toe F"aer1e Queene. What A=!~sto accompllshes ln one 

verse 0f desçriptlo~ wt\ct nevcr vcntures below A:clna'9 neck, 

~penge[ Jaca .n thrce wh!ch fecus par::.cularly on D~essa's bteasts 

.ln,! "ncathët parts," ~:jc:udlnq a dung-clotted ta:.1. "He:: sowre 

bteath abhom1nab:y s~eld," Spenser tells ~s, and 

Her drled dugs, llke bladders lacklng w~nd, 
Hong d0wne, and fllthy w4tter from them weld (vüi.47 .5-7) 

The t'Bene Queene 15 full of decapltalions, hacked l~mbs and other 

9 r1s1 y detalls of physical ctescrlptlon, tut nowhere in its thousands 
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of ll.nes are Any male character' ~ ~~xu.al parts ~o c0r.ten'lptuou!!ly 

descrl.bed. Spenser' s animus hcre secl"!\!I redundant, lnexplicable, 

unIes:!! we keep ln ::l~nd that he wa~ wr:t:.r:g .1:":110g the perlc.i when 

witch persecutlons ln England were dt thclr hClght, when lt W4!! 

con51.dered acceptable for ]3::"ers to !loarch the nodlc!I of <l91n9 WOlOOll 

for slgns of the dev:l's ~arK.~ At the tlrr:e the !lrst D..>uks of The 

Faerle Queene were publlShcd, wlt::hes were n.:- lc.'nger rcq,uded ,,:~ 

heretlcal enerrlCS of the Cathol:c Church but were prosecutcd un~~I 

sccular 1aw.6 Sper:ser, ln !ab('::~ng Duessa unequlVC:::d::y a3.'J w:~ :1. 

and ln present:ng her hldopr. rcallty as dccrcplt, apl"-'d[~ L· t,c 

beaut~f\;l. 

sexua':' )ea::".:it.:.5y and des:r-,.! !.af:(o .. _: jc!.ec~ d v ... ! .... .,i\,.,.·, r-'.:i:. ~: : .... ~.:. 

qed c. 11 

Red (:ross 1." Orgo:;: 10' S d:...r.:;e::.:. 

appropriate ccncluslon 

5 More than tWlce dS ::-.any wltcr.e3 w~rE: prc,sE:cuted dt. u ... ! ES::lex 
Assizes durlng 1580-:599 than durlng dny 0ther ~we~ty year ~er10~ 

Alan Hacfar':'ar.e, W:.::.chcra!t H. :_ .. ldor...2..!::3.._;::_~-:!~!.~ .~_~;df.}, ~. 2&. 

6 Macfar ... ane, p. :~. :-~.ç.: ,. .... ~~r.crd!~ A,,-t. '"J! :tJf,.) ~'""._ t_l.e ";r lP'"if~· 

wlth::1 the ::ur:.!!d:..c~~or. of ,::-.c 5(,!'=t..:ar -::"" ... :.-ts. 
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This dayes ensarr~le hath th~s lesson deare 
Deepe wr~tten ln my heart wlth yron pen, 
That bl~sge rr~y not ablde ln state of mottal men. 

(v~li.';';. ï-9) 
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7he U-.pllC,'lt1sr. clearly 1S that he who pursues a bliss of the body is 

llkely tG end ùp ~lserably entrapped, and will never--unless very 

gra:ed and very pen1tent--be at~e ta Cllr.b te the ~ountain top fram 

WI:1C:. tt.a pen-.ar:ent t:1SS ::;! the New Jerusale:n car'. te g:lmpsed. Red 

:r033, of co~rse, acqulres the requlslte grace and pcnltence. He 

.:VCS te sec the Heaven:y C~ty and 15 015appclnted whe~ he f1nds he 

:nsteaj, he proceeds to slay the dragon 

.ed".'C3 ~ler t.:. ::her.:.s:. f.1S db~er:e w:-.~:c ~t: !~:fl::s ~l~ ~erm of 

7~.c :Jaga ::! Pej ::035'S !a:. ar'.''::' rede".ptl:)r., oecause lt doe!! not 

'.'-l:-".!~car.t:y depil!'· ... !rc"" t..:-.e t.l::;~:::r.es ::f rr.edleva: Chr:..stlanlty, 

'\~dnj !0! tr.c trutr. -;:,! .\r.g:l.:a:.l3:r. ai.j i,)uessa for the wh0rishness o! 

tr.e Chur.:r. of Rc;rr~, t.J.t ln a ~I..!=h ~ore fur.da:r.enta': way t!-.e~e two 

:epresent the drchetypcs cf t~e 3p~t:e55 vlrg:n and the sCl':ed 

Spe:~scr, : t:e'::eve, sacr:f:ce5 r.:3 own :::ch ::esponse ta 

':'he pole!!) corr.e c':oser t.::getr.er w.lthlr. the flgure of Acra51a . ~ ... 
B,'0K. ::, who rCl"' .. Hns phy:Hca::y 31:\.:::1r.g frorr. the !lret rUlnor of ner 

eX.~tence ln cante! te her flna:, :gnor.:nlOUS snarlng ar.d b1nding at 

the en~ cf canto Xll. Because Spen!5er sW1tches ln~ main frame of 

:etercr.ce in the Bcok of ':'e,,~rance f::o~ Chr15tlanlty te clas51cal 
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ethlc5, he can no longer appeal ~o grace (cr revealed truth) a3 the 

pri~~ry bulwark agalnst the terr~tatlon ta lnordlnate ~exual plea3ure 

offered by the ~eductive WOmdr. AlI that !Stands between Guyon an...i 

his ~urrender to Acra~la i~ the Palmer and the rea!Sonable part of 

hlmself which the Pillrr.er repre3ents. The b3ttle œtween the Palmt'l 

and Acrasia--o:: between Glly;:;r-.'3 ::-easor. and Guyon'3 lU3t--l!1 in ,,11 

respects a more equal en-.:our:te: than that between the LlppC '!3lnq fu!et·:! 

of Book 1. Any thought!ul p03t-freudlan reader k.now~ that thl:! l~ " 

batt:e that cannot be permanently won, that the t,e~t Iortllc.:h can be 

~he repreS!31Cr; cf :.n!5t.~=-:::.~ d~·rr"di.1ej t'y C1Vl:_ldtlu: .. 

rn9tura! ant:pathy bet-weer. A;:.rdS.d dr.d the Pdlrr.er, ûr.'1 pcrtldp3 t(,r 

th!s reason there 13 no part ,! :'he Faer:.e Queene Wr.le!! ;r,odelfl 

readers flnd sc pers:.stent:'y !d'l::'l:1ilt :.r.g dr.;:l re!evar,t t'J th(!m'H.!lve~ 

as ::';uyon's Jou::ney through t:.e Ih~{!r -:! 8l:'33. 

If'- W<J'! 

Ar!3totle and Ch[:.s~:.a~:.~y ... Wd3 d t!..l!3r' )! "r:..~t"Jtf!li.ar. '.t!l'! 
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U',e best la l in thel'Melve!l. 7 Ac ras la 15 the Ar istotelt an' s Satan. By 

r.arne and nature, she Ï!l the ch:ef antagonlst to the self-cont.rol 

w~.lch was thought to be the s:g::: of the superl.or, ratlonal. man. 

By the t:rr~ the 800k ot 7err.perance reaches :ts energetlc and 

'Jestr.Jctlve cl:rr.ax, there are l.nrr.lstakable :ngr:s that the values of 

c:d33lea1 ethl::s jç :-.ct accord wc:l wlth !:;peiose:-'s terr.perarr.ent as a 

poet Yet Spenser works hard t~ ~al~tal.r. the lntegrlty of the 

.l:legorlcal frarr.eworK he !".33 ;::ho:;en for the bcok, ar:d to:- eleven 

,:antGs he :s fa:! ly suceess!\.:: ~r. dOlr.g so. At severa! f:laces ln 

t t.ese cantes, !:cwever, the dlsparagerr-er:t cf earthy, ~ter:a:' exis-

ter.ct! winch becarr~ a rr.a:-ked st:-a ln ln Greek phl :'osophy alrr.05t a3 socr: 

d:~ ttw Greelt5 J:.sc..::vered :-easor., and wh:c!". : !".ave dlSC\.issed at. 30me 

. ..,:.::;U. 1r. ,,:r.dp' er :'hree, .3 qL.: ë:e apparent. 7he Xa:'".:'1o:-., Maleger, and 

.• :.: tt.ey il n' w, l t:. :oo,lung at : r. sc:· .. e ;:letd:: .cecaU3e ~hey h~nt at the 

He has a great de3~ tO 

! :èr ~~yùn--rcrrr..dr-.er.t wealt:: af'.:! a secure p031~lon as :--.:5 SC~-ln-

:,lW. Guy,'r., !lO .. ever, re::-.a.:.:-:s ~:dU:1ch:y '..lnterr.pted ar.d !"'.~S eXperlE:nCe 

U~ t.he Cave ,Ji Marm-,,Jn "l!c\ re:",a::l':.able [or the complete absence of 

7 Zer.0, !0u:1der 0: t~e Stc:~ 5e .. oo:, belleved tha~ God hlrr~elf 
"-,"\,j "the r:..ght. rt!a!JC'n w~.l~h per.e~rates a:l. thlr.gS. t1 Stolcorum 
\·~~:èr·.l1r. Fragme:~ta, :.:.;6; q:..lcte..:i by E. R. ::>odds ~n ':'he Greeks and the 
';Fr_at~l, p. 23t:' 
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sympathetic response. "8 Slnce there 15 no tension Ot sympathy 

between te~~ter and temptee, canto V11 must rank ln many reader~' 

mlnds as one of the dullest ln ~he Faer1C Queene. Guyon'~ SW00n and 

lo~s of conSClou:sness upon reemerglng ln the open au come 33 a 

surprise, for the t.our of Marr.:r.cn':I :lUhterldnean cave hds 3üornlnqly 

cost him nothlng. Only now de Wc begln te recognlze that Guyon'3 

"Vl.rtue" 1:3 bascd on ar. ::.gncraf.::e o! h:s own Vl...lnelclbl.lty--th'lt III 

frc~ his own phySl~d: needs for food and rest SpeIl'H'I''l !n!ltlflC"t 

t:er-e t::' bring ln a guar:ha:-. df.ge: and ther, thp ChIl'lt-ll!:.P l'rlf,'(' 

Arthur to defenCl :Juyon seems pr.::fcunû:y !::.qht, !Lr tht.., :"!.Il:lt 1<111 

the Ar!stctp:an one, t.:'l ::;W:. 

ance, ~here he travals w:t~ Arth_r. 

rage" (ix.1El.;:). 

----------------

:980), p. ~72. 

are only attract:ve te th=sc wh~ are gOl~g t~ !a::--d ta~t~l~gy ~0t 
at a:: aller. t.~ Si='enser ~: ~(., r!'"~_~e~tar.t '"_f .. r:, ... 1 r .... tr 

. '. 
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r:1.',w:€!dge of passlc;., she has teer. capable of finding the temperate 

g,.:rje:: mean be':..weer. cmotlor.a:' extremes. Perr.aps Spenser, in empha-

~~Zl::g Al~~'s Ylrgln~ty, mcant ~o suggcst sorne subtle splritual 

:::. 13 far more llio:~':"y, thougr., tr.at Spenser rr.eant A:'rr>,a to be exactly 

"'lid:" most ir.tcrpreters have tar:c:-: r.cr to be: a :a:rr, temperate anlma 

~ .g .. ae whose :'ack cf eXpC!lenCe :s so:r.ehow ;.ot rel"'vant w1tlun the 

tf!Iffi'3 ,.)f the a':'leg0ry. Arrayed:r. :"l:'y wnlte, Alrr.a leads r.er 

·,:!"llt::-r!l on a tour from [oom :ocrr. ~f he:: ca3~:e, as Spenser, 

Lencatr. tr.e l.:.tera: surface, ::l:scc'J!"ses upon the parts and funct.l.ons 

• '1 j ~ f f l :: L. : .. ~ ~:. f! ~ t. cr, fer has been under selge for seven 

Art~~: anJ 3~yon hav~ .- jr:vc off a host of enemle5 before 

:-.!p:L),3entlng C:-'.t.! ~f :.r.e !3ensûS, ~hey are hab!tua::'y barrcd te all 

:\e.! :s d L :t:css :;. i.I host::e wo::ld and tLat the soul 15 a prisoner 

w~th:..!'. !t. F· ... rthèrrr.c:.-e, the cas~1.e's wal:s are o! Eqypt:.a:1 "sll.me," 

:~pe!.3e.t' s w.J::d C!1(,~CC r.ere .:..s .. "e:y e:rpr.at:..c, fcrcl.r.g 'JS ~o real!.ze 

thL' ba!31C, sL:bstant:al wL'akrlt:S:; )f the wnole ed1flce. "SCGr.e ~t :r.ust 

t.~Inè ta eartr-., ri te ::e:ndr~s ac.:.J':. the cast:'e; "no earthly thlng ..ts 

:;lute" (IX;;:. 9). Hav:ng empha!l:;,:ed thls wealtnes3, Spense:: then 

-:h,','!H!S tù C0r' . .::cntr..l:.e :nsteaJ. ::" tne bU11clng' s rr.any excellences and 
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of the trlangle and the cltcle "the oné lmpcrfcct, mort~ll, 

foeminine:/ Th'other ~mrnortal:, perfect, ma~cullne" (lx.22.4-SI. 

Spenser's rhetcr:c here takes 0~ il Jec1dedly Ar19t0telea~ ~d9t 9 

Alma'~ teur 13 method;,ca:, leadlng through the pdrts of the 

hOU:3C analogous to thE' heart, the ::::hambcrs cf the bril.ln, <lod !nL'!l! ,-,1 

the digestive syst~m. -Joly a!te: 1: :5 over do wc realu:e that :the 

has ignored the genitals and t.t.dt perhap:3 UliS hou!!/..' ha!! been 

denatured. A question of 1nsplred co~mùn sense WhlCh Stephen 

GreenOlatt a3ks ;r. hlS ccrrmentdry or. the Bower of 131135 111 ~e~.0~~-

sance Self-Fash:cn:ng :'3 aiso :e.evant tlCre "!!c'W .!XJct ly," (;rven-

c:~ly ccr.frcnts 

~:ete:y arounc ~~ hc~e 

il food supply wh::e ur.der se~ge" 

!:'at.~ona: elerr.er.~ .:..r. t_:r.at. r.at· ... :e ru~ ... nq :;.,~~: ·_!.e f..'d3'jl(;(.Idtf: r'"r.4: ,):,I! 

draw3 an analcgy te U".c pr:.per :~:e -::.! (.;r.e 34:!X '.J'Ier tt.f~ 'Jtt.er. 
t. a 9 a ~ !1 , the r:.a:' .~ :. s t y : . ci t. :J r (: tj .... p(. r .:. c... ~, a f. d ~! • (: ! f::-.il : e l ri { ...: r l ~ ,i l, d r. f j 

~he cne ruies, ar:i t".he sthcr .... :. !"t..!ed: thl!l fJr ... r.c ... f.la: (Jf r,e f_(.:3-'lf "J 
extends t 0 él::' ~.an:':': ;.d . •. ~~:!er,e rd ~ ! :~~_ 1' ... 1 __ ~~:._1:.!~(~_:!, ï"i fJd, 
741a, t.e .sta~e3 ~!".àt. ":.t"'.C :r.:.':::' 3 30 ....... rjer;''''Je!'3 ~r"J~ :".«~ r"'.rl .. t! t~dlf~:.", 

~r.e rr.at.~e!" r;f .~s c::~:{ !:s~ "_:._ ~~.!~d: • .: r ... drf,:~."_ 

., 
" 

1 
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ClaS31cal ethlcs wnlch exalt tea30n as ~he completely adequate gUlde 

tG peoper conduct ~nadequately address the mysterles of saxuality and 

qaneratlon and undervalue the physlcal basis of life. 

The flerce, 10ng-3ta~dlng battle going on outside the gates of 

the lIoU.:3e of ':'emperance 1.:3 lnev~tab!e, g.l.ven the unnaturally .::alm 

dt:r.0sphere wlth~r. Spe'1ser scc:r,s te te llT.agllil:-:g tere wr.at F::eud 

repreS31on, whlle :n real.l.ty regatherl:-:g thelr 3tre~gth teyond the 

v,~nddrle5 üf dckl.owledgment. ;".e cdstle' s assa.:.:'a~t5, partlcularly 

th03C attdc)ong t::e unr.amed f:fth gate w~th "darts of sensuall 

J~llght" and "stlngs of carnal _Jst" dre descrlbed as cest1al and 

Trocy dre "111:.e Snd_les" <.,r "llke spyders," "':'üe ugly 

llrr;hlns th1cke and short" (Xl :3.3-7) Sper.se:: 5eem3 to kr.ow that 

lotS: 19ld l<r.lgLt. _,f 7emperance .,o .... .:.d ce :-:0 mater: fcr Ha':'eger, the 

tcrmloable :cdder ct th_s subhu:r.an moL. He r.ever a:.I.cws the two to 

:~stead, he tr:~gs :~ Arthur as 

7he:r oatt:'p :3 t:'oody, ~:!flCU!t ard ~deologl-

:t~·)l:!er.~ strt.~:lg~:" _ ... ~ ~~.e :llJt!.. .... SC:". ct M:~~.er: Eart:-.. Xaleger's 

~cntact wlth the ~atcrna: gr0ur~. Wr.~ther we ldentlfy hlS purely 

Jest:uctlve encrgy as death, dlsea3e or or1glna: s~n rr.at':.ers :ess 

thàn the tact cf ~~3 malevùlen..:e and !ts orlg!r1 .!.r: nature.ll 

Wlthln the a:!cg0rlcal fra~ewJr~ cf BeCK ::, pure:y natural energles 

:! Made:"" S. Gch:'1;e, "Err.tattled A':'':'eg0::y. Book II of. The Faene 
~l!l.~:~~.~, ft ~ngl:s~, :"';.~.?rdry Re:,a~s.:3a::::e, B (~978), :32-133" 



are degenerate. 

The cll.mactic encounter of Book II 13, of course, that bctween 

Guyon and Acrasia. Slnce Arth~r has by now vanished trom the BOùk 0t 

Temperance as mysterlously as he flrst ~ppeared ln It--~uqge3tlng 

that the paths ot grace cannat be foretold--Guy.::-n mu:lt nLW malte ,1ù 

w~th the ?almer's reasonable counsel a3 hlS ChlCf illd. Th~> !il t 'Jgq le 

in the Bower of Bliss i5 the :ltruqgle between rcasan clnd lust, un-

mediated by the act.lon of Chr13tlan grace. Spenser seems to ,lcknow

ledge tacl.t.ly that the outcome 'Jf th15 contest 13 ln <JoutJt, tOI he 

ca:.-e!ully controls t.he te:.-ms ')! ;uyon' 3 tpmptat :'dr. 

AcraS1a by allowlng her r.elti'er ri '.1'01.>.= rlOl the 0pp<Jrt U/Illy t" 

dlrectly contrent and sea~=e h.3 hCIO 

13 v1ctorlC'.lS, thc.Jgh hl!) vlCt, ry may 3trlke U!l a:\ cheap ,lIlei 'h 1 f 

had met ACra:l1a 35 opcnly as Gc!ysseus co:r.e:l te.. CIree"} rjulJl7 ;,11.", 

vant.. 

ar.d AcraSla. 

creep1ng, peep:.ng 7c~ 
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ln the Bower of Bliss. Hl!J poetry rises to the cpportun~ty that the 

Bowel pr~sents, 33 lf the landscape of that green isle had the power 

tG evoke the excellences d15tln~tlva te the genre of poetry lts~li. 

!nten3tty, muslcallty, gorgeou~ly physlcal lmages: all appear 

plentlfully in Spen3~r'3 verse .~ canto xi:. The Bower :5 a careful-

ly crafted locus amoenus 

A place plckt cut by cholce of best allve, 
That natures worke by art can imltate (Xll.42.3-4) 

and 1t5 creatlc~ must have cha:lenged Spenser to use all the re-

SOUlces uf hlS own lne!Jcapably sensuous art. One of lts chief 

pafadoycs lS that lt makes Spenser hlmself lnto an Acrasld who lures 

the reilder ._,-, LeCc,me progresslve:y more absorbed ln the pleasures of 

:c-i an.:1 hlS 3ter:. w0rd.!J 1S a':'waj3 preser.t 1 r • the Bo~er. 7he f:.gure 

~ tn'~ Pa.mer :,a:l nC' co .. mterpart :n Spenser' s lmmedlate sources, 

Ar10sto and 7a3S0. 

i\~":Ujd' S ls:e alonè: ln the Ger~3alerr.:r.e :"lberata Carlo ana Ubaldo 

• r.lve~ to ArrnJa' 3 palace together, tut ne;,t.her a::t.s as ment.or to the 

beasts,12 lS slm::ar t.,- :':ba:-:lC' 3 charmed staff and t.o the rr.aglc rlng 

(glven ~o hlm oy ~hc benlgn Me!:ssa) WhlCh Rugg.:.ero carrles. The rod 

::: The raglng beasts wh.:.::!-. -J .... ard the way to the encr.ant.ress 
~ppeat ln bat.h :d5S~ and V.rg_: 7here:s no suggestion ln Tasse, 
r.\..'Wè\·er, tha~ ~he tcas~s are !':c:. e::5~whlle :overs, as ~hey clearly 
dlC ln bath tr.t.' Aene:.:1 .lnd 7he f.ler .. e Qùeene. ':'r.e beast.s ;,n the 
Odysscy, wh..:- :-.ay 0r :-:,.ay n-:;t be ::..rce' s for::lCr fa'Jnrltes, are plaCld 
• .n,cl !dwnlng 2~:ly Spenser ana '::rg1':' emphaslle t.he rage of malE" 
~tedture~ under t~e enchantress's c~ntro:. 
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is important, for wlth lt :0 hand the Palmer can stloke or smite lntù 

submission any force Wh1Ch threatens, even churnlng, towerlng sea~ 

(xil.26.6-7) . An lnstn.;:-;~~t wlth 3uch powers would :Joem to need d 

dlVlne provenance; Spenser rathet coyly tells us that 

Of that sarne wood lt fram'd was cunnlngly, 
Of which Caduceys whilorne Wd3 made, 
Caduceu3 tne rod of Mercury (Xl:' 4:.1-3) 

but he stops short of saylng lt was the glft uf a go~ Wc dTI' leIt 

~lth the paraaox of a flgure Wh2 allegotlcally rcpresents rcason 

belng able to exerClse at "'111 jupra-ratlondl power~. The P,tlmer' 9 

possesSlon of the maglc rod wot.':'J seem to oe "Cll' mOle lnsl':Hlce (J! 

Spenser'.3 ad]usU.ng the odds t::.r th.:.s encounter. Not vnly doc:) he 

deprlve the C.:.rce-f1gure cd ter ':01:::0, but he put:\ t tH! lrl3trllment :illl! 

of her opponent' Wlth the rO::l tu 'lupplt!mer.t 1113 COn!l1.dnt, 9tlJlII 

v.:.gllance and hlS hablt Ji mord.:y .l..nterpret1og eactl ptl'.!!lomew.,!. d!1 11 

appears, the Palmt!r offer3 GUy0n d formldab!e lord of aH! Ile l'j 

l~ke a superego winch has :..ag.-: ~0 !:a:. lidC;'; UJ:-éofl 
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human shape by stroking them w~th hlS rod. Stripped of her positive 

si(1e, the archetypal Ciree i3 slnplified lnto a witch, which i5 the 

ward Spenser uses repeatedly for Acrasia. The fact that she i3 a 

"[a11"e Witch" (72.2) merely maio:.es her negatlvity more dangerous. 

Once arrlveu O~ the 131e dnd past the rag1ng teasts, the 

Pa Imer and Guyo:. come to the outer gate of the Bcwer, wh~çh i5 set in 

an encompass1ng wall. 7he func~:on o~ thlS gate :3 not to bar, for 

il "eveI open 3t00d te ail" (46.~), but rather to :nform about the 

4uailly of 11te w:thin :ts =onf~nes. Spenser follows Tasso ln 

~ff~Llng a full ~e~cription of the 3cenes carved on its surface, but 

t:e delltJerately chdnges the myt.:.:3 wh:c!'. Tasso '-'ses as the source of 

lhcsc scenes. Bo:~ Spenscr's arJ 7asso's gates are warnlngs. 

Til3Su'S gate 13 ,,1(lorne.1 w:th two mythclog~ca: tales beautlfully 

worr.ed 1:! sl:ver. One shows Herdcles effemln:.zed, servlng Iole, the 

uther the battle of Actlum w:th Antony pursulng C:eopatra and dying 

ln her arm~. Of these, the seco~d 13 ~~phas~zea, wlt~ ltS pOlnt 

dlout the power 0f a bea~ti!ul ~~man te dlstraet a WatrlOr from his 

Ftùper task. Tnt.· myth Spcnser S'Jbstltutes, about Jas0n and ~edea, 15 

.lltügûther more !3 :n.ster anJ rr,::'re charged wlth male-female er.:nlty. 

Medea' 3 "fur 10",3 ':0\'10g :. _ t" of =eal-:l~::3y ~s3ues ln tWQ aead children 

and d br ~de -=(,n~\,.;meJ by ! !.lr.cs 1< Beware of the deat~-dealing womanll ~s 

the prlmary mes3age of Spe::3er':3 gate. :t lS d message that has 

.l~!eady been hlnted at lr. :-larda:l:' s name and 'or. the gl~mpse of 

,·y:nùL'hles lylng "~:I rus lad~es :"ap entor..beJ" (· ... 36.3). 7he secondary 

r.,edrl1nq of the gate concerns t~.e confu!l:on of appeèlran::;~ with 

!e,ll~ty, for the waves through w!'-.lch the Argc 5a::s are 50 artfully 
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carved upon the unreliable medium of ivory that they appear a~ 

"frothy b1.11o .... es ... 13 1ako:1o toqether, tho~e meS.3i\go3 sugge:Jt th"t 

.... ithin the conf ~nes of the wal: wnat appears ct!! tht' qUlf\te!!!Wll(:e "t 

life .... 1.11 be, l.n reallty, death-servlng. 

Our intellectual mastery of Spenser's carefully de~elope~ 

symbology may be beside the pC'lIlt, ho .... evec. "Wc cao ffia!itet ttl\~ 

lconography, read all the !ngn!l correct:'y, dnd st1l1 respond tu th,' 

allure of the Bower."J4 Or we can choose ta cl.lltall th,lt ru:tp"Il,:w 

But to say, as one critic ha!! sald, that "the Bowel ut 131133 13 d 

dead thing, a paln'ted ar.t:.flce g:'eamlng ;./lth gcld <lOti Sl1-.'OI and 

crystal"15 amounts t.o Illtle me re than an adm.!l:u0n Ulilt It 1:1 

poss~ble, wlth bllnke~ed sen!les, ':..0 progre'ls t hI uugh ~pen!Jer' ~ llllt!!J 

'lS determlnedly as '_he Palrr.er 

tr.1S canto ;.s n:.s s\.:ccess .0 'h,lwlng the reud.~r ~n!' , t't! ~urd •• ·t 

bet .... een the poet ar.d morall!Jt ~:. h:n:lelf 

The signs 0:: ::ow we are 3upposed to lntl:!rp::4:'t .~ver.:.·l lr. , r.t· 

Bower contlnue to ~~ltlp:y. Tr.c poet says t'.,rU".r 19h!:y : Lut' L.! 

[alse Genlus, the porter of the t 1 r3c. gate, 1'1 "tlle it,.! ,f Il! f!" Md 

Of :lfe, a~d generat~~~ G! d~ l 
That llues, pertalaes ln :;':arge pultlCU:dCl.:, 

Who wandrous thlrqs =~~cer~!~g our ;./~:fare, 

A..!d straur:ge pnùntc~e3 d~ ... t:j :e~ 'J3 r..;!t tr..'r3~.!, 

And cft c: se::r~.:: 1.: r::'):; ;s r,eware 

:3 Spenser"s ~se :,f l'.l()ry r.ere ceCd::S 'hrg~l'? .r. :r.'~ ~~r"!l,j, 

whe:re the Gate cf : ':cry lS the :r.c thro'Jgr. wr.:ç:. fa l'le '1r édr!,j !J,j:J::J 

I owe thlS ~bse::vatlc~ te Pref. Mdry 8aV13Cr. 

!.5 Jean :'ars~:-. K':'e~n, "Fr,:~ Err'") .... : .... 0 A(;rd3':"d,1t }!~!~~~!~9.~~::rj 

Llbrary Quarte::ly, 4: (:975i, ::11. 
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That. is our SeHa, whom though we do not $ee, 
Yet each doth in him selfe ~t well perceiue to bee. (47.2-9) 

These 1ines, bes1des be:.ng the !:.rst convlncing sign that a hea1thy 

vi~lon of ~exua1:.ty may yet be found ln The Faerie Queene, im;>ly that 

the p1easures of the Bower are st.erl1e and dead-ended. A few verses 

later we are tola that Art (pres'Jmably Acra:31a' sart) "as halfe ln 

,cGrnel Of niggard Nature, llKe a pompous bridei :10 ~ecke ner, and 

tro laulshly adorne" (50.6-8). 7asteless excess wouln seem to be the 

t.allmark of Acrasla's style, al;)ng WHl-. cl compulsion to meadle with 

the temperate perfectlor.s of natl.re. 

When Spenser jescrlbes Excesse personlfied, however, the 

!'Iensuousness of h~s poetry gets ln the way of reader d:.sapproval cf 

Îler. We set! her reachlng for r:.per :n.llt "whose sappy llquor, that 

wltli [ulness\! swelj" ::r.t0 her :::t..p she s:ruzd" (56.3-4). The ~!T\êges 

ot plenltude and the long vowe: sounds are so :.nherently c~peallng 

that lt :5 Jlfflcult not to perCClve Gl.yon's dasnina of her cup to 

the grcund ..l:l d spastlc cverrea::t lon.If Slmilarly, tr.cugh Spenser 

hdS t"ld us that Ar t and Nature worot agaln!!t each other on Acrasla' s 

~s:and, when we actually see or heat thelr rnlxe~ effects, lt :'3 hard 

The cholr of humar. and natural 

30Un~:l at the heart of the Bower lS descrlbed as a tasteful, dellcaLe 

blandlshment of the ear in ""hich "blrds, voyces, lnstru:nents, w~ndes, 

16 Guyon' s dashing of the ;:up is rr.arkedly alfferent from the 
behavlor of Odysseus, who takes the eup Clree cffers hlm and drains 
H, conf~dent that a chart". he a:'ready pos!!esses (the moly) wl11 
plotect him froll' the pernlclo:,:s drug. vnlü:e O.:iysseus, Guyon seems 
t.J need vl.olence as a release--perhaps because, alse unlike Odysseus, 
he wlJl nct allow himself the release 0: pleasure. 
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waters, a11 agree" (70.9) .17 Wnat llvlOg, hearlog person would not 

delight ln "silver soundlog lnstruments" which meet "wlth the bast} 

munr.ure of the waters fall"? To dl.SmlS3 t.hesQ halmonlcs il!! merc 

artl.fl.ce i5 to undervalue the p;,wer and complcx!ty of Spensor' ~ 

imagl.oation. C. S. Lewi!l, who e-npha:nze!l the r,:,vè\lry ~twccn AIt a 111.1 

Nature in his weil knowr. co:n:nentary on the Bower, makl's hl!} p<-'lnt by 

selectlng hl.S eVldence ... ·ery Ccltefully. ~hough :...eW13 ,iwell:.l 011 the 

palnted lVy found ln verse 61, WhlCh he calls "metdl veC)et.1tl<.lfl d!\ d 

garden ornament," he never l1'Ontl'.:Jns th(> beguillog water mU!llc.18 TIH! 

dlffl.culty of lnterpretatlon sp:-.r.g:.l fI('IT tlle lr.cun~l:lten,y ('! 

Spenser's l.magery, for sorr.e o! __ 13 \:ued te! ~\13 :nOl,Jl stdllce cllld 

sone of lt 3eoms the work of dr. :nsp:red and trecly .It!_:qllt lr.q 

hed::;n1st. 

by Acrasia, but by twc IO wan tcr. ~dlden5" !3plash.rlg ln .1 :1: l ()<lrr. 1"1 

fountain. 

of Gerusalemrr.e Llberata, are ilppr-::.pr .at e sedJct reS!W!J :.J: the 

lnexperienced Guyo:-: 

! 7 Th:"3 water rr .. 'J.s~c, 
age:1::1e5 a1l. bler.d .:..n~o ed::h otL.:!r, !!l prC)hdL:y ~r.ten,jf!r1 Ly ':!_t··.·H·! 

as a rretaphor fsr ~he mora::,! t.:-.... r.cl.esorr.(: (h35'~:'U·_!'):. 'J! L,url'ldfU"\ 
wh:.ch goes on :r. ~:-.e Bower. If ~:., the a!"cr,t.!tYfJtl.! df'j Cit"J'": .. dtl'.It, ,-;f 

wat.er wlth ~he !le-w of ... .:..!f.! ~rcJ:-.~cer.d!l âr.l'j c':Jr.':...rd:J.I';·:j ~f",eri!jf.!I'"' 

llr.:..ted mcral. mea: • .:..!".g 

18 Le ... .:..s wor.der3, aprop::Js c_~ ~he pd.:..r.~ed !'J'I, "w:.e·_:.er • :.',·,e wt.r, 

th':"rli<. that Spenser :5 5e;::re~l.y ~ .. ;\8rds.:..a'!l '3!,j.~, U.(~r..3f~:-/e:\ dr~r,r{J'''! 

of met_al '1egetatl:.r-. as a garder. Jrr.ament, cr wtlet.t.er ~t •• ~y reqduJ trl1'l 

passage as a proo! ':)f Sperlser' S abc,rr.H.at;:e iJad t.dStf~ LI,!w: 3, 

"The Faerle Queen~" ln Essent!a. ".::t.lcles for _the ~'_J~ _'~J __ f.rJr~'-'_.ivj 

Spe:1ser, ed. A. C. Hamllton (Harrder., Ct., 1972), p t.. ';'rI13 c'..,11..,(,-

tion wlll hereafter be referre-.: t.e as Eh. 

1 
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Guyon ~lackens his earnest pace and feels secret pleasure in his 

"3tubborne bre~t." Spen:ser 1 whlle retaining mo~t of the details of 

Tasso' ~ desc r lptlOn of the bathlng 9 lrlS, heighten~ the epl.sode' s 

lasclvlous tone.19 Hi!! g.:.r1s rcspona to the awarencss that they are 

bClng watched wlth behavl:>:: tha~ ~s teaslngly obscene, further 

lundl.:.ng Guyon'3 lu::st and r:au!'J1ng nu!'. to lncur a film reb:..1ke from the 

Palmer. Since Spen::ser 19 no IT.cre wl:'l.:.ng ta allow Guyon ta confront 

Acra:3l.a one-to-one than he was to a~.!ow hlm to face Maleger, the 

bdttung gu 15 ep13cde represel"'.ts U1e helgnt. of hi::s hero' s personal, 

.nne: confllct ln canto Xll. Guyon proves hlmself capable of 1u::stful 

rC!Jponse and proves hllr.self even rr.ore capable of lIT'.rnediate, thorough-

qUlng represslon . In Tasso T'.hlS eplsode has a :esser lIT.portance, for 

. he r~latlO:1Sr.lp l>etween Arrr.lda élnd Rlnaldo, her temporarl':"y captlve 

Y.: .. lJ:'~, l:l CL"t'.CX, e".-:~lcr:a::'y ::harged ar.d thoroughly dc·.,'c:opea: the 

·lp:.i!lhlng gU:'3 ar~ ~'Jst a :. lve:y part of tr.e land::s;:ape cr. the way to 

llle e:1.:hantIeS3' S garder.. 7he adolescent t. :..tllldtlOf! they ofter 

A:rr.llia and R:'l"'laldo :n the s:.xt.een~h a:.d later Dooks. 

When Acras:a f:r.a::y appears '.lpOl"'. he::- Ded of ::oses, w( beg:.n to 

Her gaze .'Sno touch 

~.d\'e the pl)Wer ta draw fcrtr.. t:.e fI:r'~':):~en" sp.:..r:t3 cf hcr :'overs. 

\'crJant. lies ln a pO!5ture o!: st.:rrer.der, hlS head cradled lr. her lap, 

19 One of the detal1s Sper:sl?r reta:.ns l.S the compan.son of t.he 
l'.lthûr-s rl:nng from t.he water t.: tr-.t:'! ::iornl.ng s~ar. Ironl.cal1y, he 
hdS already used thl.:i cO::ipar:.so:,. to pralse Glorlar.a ln II. \)(.4. 

-----------_._--- .. 



hi~ armor hung on a nearby tree.':O So completely has he èlbandonod 

l'am!'lel f that 

~e for h~~~Ul cated hee, 
Ne ought, thdt dld to h~s aduancement tend, 

Sut ln :'ewd loves, and ""'dS~ fui: luxuree, 
Hl.S dayes, hl!! gOOd3, r..!..9 t')d:.e he dld spend. 

but the :nelt:.r .. g of the Wl:: cl:-.,'! '~ie er.~l ~I_) iS ... ~ qUt.!!\t.l .il 

aptly named. 

eternlty, 

goals and of t:rne.22 

::':usory--that Acras.d ft •••• _.:,. '" .. ·f!: ,1 .. 1f.· .. . . • ~ l' • .1. .. 

L+.: ... •• _'~J'} ~I'·_·:·Jt.: f' • 

l. 1 , j.1Y '1 

. . 
" 1t1 ; . .... 

_ f·: .. il' lI! 'l l t 

II" r.:.} .!}.I .... !: .. '::. _f' 

_ :: '; r1' .. :.; • r. l 1 

~aD!ea\.: cf \'er:::ar.t dr . ..l J..-:rd.3ld, ... d~~ ... r.!: ... e:._ ..... ~..: 1,/ _ r.·.:~;~" :dty 

Er.gl:..s:: 
p~st~re for a very p!'a:t~:a ... !:(:d:l:: .. ry:.c:3 ~I'J:y:3r.l:. r4~rdr~f.:(J :r, ! •• t! 

:!lO 

1 

:tlfierary: tlAr.d r.otr.:..ng .3 "".:"!"f.: 'G:r:-.r.-.f. drr.r.JL'1 tr,.I~. ·_:.dft I· ... : .. ti'· rt.:!. '1; 
:.!e ùpo:-. the W'-:'::-ICr.'S :dp3 :":'". gr • .!(-r. r.::.3 ._4. ....... r.~:y 1'1.; ·: •• • .. t •• t';f:, 

iII::..th a strang€: !"'.:rrL:er.ess p:- ..... ~.~r ~ J •• t.dt r.cS-:";. ~:," ':1 .. ', •• ~fj Ly ~Jd·./ .. ! H 

'J...:.:.nn .:..r. 7he E':.:.zatet.:-"ar.~ a r ... . ~ 

.1 

22 The ca lpe d_c:r. sc,ng ':.! • :./.: rrJ'H: :r.ay LI.: 'J :'.:'0011.:'; <.1:1 ô: .• !,,[ •• '. 

counterpoint t.o tr.:s Vl!3Udl ::-'>10.:. 
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::eact!l te lt wltr. a paSS10r. c! de5tn.:ct lon whl.cr. shows that he has 

Per~aps "e most fear whàt wc ~cst deSlre. 

r;;y'.,;r.' 5 eXCe.3S1·.,"e -",·!oler.ce :"5 ~:.at of so:r.eone ~hreater.ed at hl.s core. 

';'t,e~:: qrcNes r.c te :d, t:-.e:.:: ga::rie:-;s ::hè :.:e!ace, 
T~e~, arLers sp0y:e, the:r :ab.:.nets 5uppresse, 
Thelr r.lar.r:.e~ :-.cuses bur::e, :.he:.:: c.;:>:1:.r.gs race, 
l~nd r! ':.t.(~ fd!.re.s~ :ate, "':w ::"Iilde ~he f:w':est p:a::e 

,'. 'i 

(83.6-9) 

7e~pcra~:e Spe:-;ser has 

:. (·'·t..:!'"_~e j 

. ,\ t ~.a t ~:ass:ca: ~th:cs 

prvfo~r.j:y 

,. t.! l. • 

l t!i 'Z L'!.iSt..-:"\ At 

l' •• - ... 1 ... 'C9 

h ce~t raI therr.e :..r. the 

13 free the fe.~,li . .:.ne frcr:'. rr.asc\..:lne 



tyranny. "23 BrJ.tomart l.naugura'-e3 th13 effort by her ea~y de!eat of 

the proud Guyon ln the !lrsl v~:~e5 .f BU0~ :!: 

'.' ... " n .. ,.,. , 

a:-:e.,; 

My d13::USS10r. 

7he 

5t:-:...:tlor.3, 

,- .. ..... :1 

: S l~' 

.': x--he reac::':!s 

C:-.r.:.s~~ar. :':'r"es 

23 A. 
p. 291. 

- :,s~:'" 

.. : . , -

d' 

-: .. ~ ....... 

,,:; ... _:~-

, ..... : , ..... f~' '"i 

:_~ .... (r.· 

" , . :.' 
.. .1 ~ 1 r • :' 

t .. : • :. '1'- . . 
..... :,. .. y ._~.(j" 

1 -.. • ......... ~ ... .,; .. 

, 

W l l ~ 

\ y:1.l , <JY, 

l' . . t· .. ·• 

t ~ !: ., J r: t·. -.... .' t: . 

~f',I'j.:,.' . : t': : ' r '/ 

.":. '.' ~ 'J.. ):. l t ,1; 

... Il d, 

l' , . :.,. 

.. ~ .", 

: '- ; : J -" , .. !'-'!. " , j 1 " 

'1 - • ! : .. ,.: , r. . t.t-

.1. 

·~i.t:"-

\' j' - /. 
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rr,r,de';'!! of p01anzlng ~he femlnlr.e lnto tr,e impOSSlbly positive and 

·.~.e ~mp0s31b:y negat"ve, r.-:;r :l:e.'3 he .'3tereotype ."lt as LU.'3t WhlCh must 

!:t=.~ ... ... rr!'.:l! 

,1' ..... ! : .. 

t"', : .t! =-

~ r., }f' t.:r:. :.- .. '... ... : :"J 

.. :-""yt L --l ... ""d ... :"" .. l~·..!! :'d: 

... t' w.. ... "_: • 

.. . t' Il' .. ~:.~ .. i 

',: : l:!';'" :.e: 

l " • , .~ 

:f Spenser eventJally 

th~ pre.'3s~re of culturally-

;'.'3 ~.ot ce:::ause i.e r.as not t r led to 

!: r~ .. :~e !"'.eat 

w:.-:..r .. :r .... t.s spar. . 

.. , :Jeepest 

':.he q'ues:s. 

:..ppos~tes, 

;r.e Faer:e 

fOI l! ,,!_, i ... '~ .• :.d: . .::e ·dr.-..!-~~t:::"'".l. 33 .... > :: :eralch~es Aga"r. ar.d agaln ln the 

':. ::e ga rae:1 !Jhe sr.ares wlth Adcn."lS 

ThlS 

~--- ~~--------------------



.' 14 

and no one has to sett!e for the lndeflnitely delayed gratitic3l!On 

hUm.al~ ~orm. 

~ " 
4o. '" - '; .ewed ilS 

-::.:t.a:':.~:e, Il 

::egat 1 V':: 

eL .... .l. 

.. . f, 

Spenge r 

...1 ~ • f rd' .. 'r ...... l • t .• ' 

t ~ j. t 

1: : '/ ,.J'" ..... 1 r ...: 1. r ~ 4 

!, J '~ 1. d •• y 

l ,f'! 

,.iltura::'y. !' .. dS t:. '..! :J f.- • r : ._ ." .• ; (.1' • .. t :.... ~ .1 ..... '1 " • 1 .' "f 1 

:: .g.lre d 

d:-. : t!rJ! .. ~ <3 f· ... ·~ '1 J' • 

:::'oer.ser 1 ~ : '': .. :. ~; L' .• · • <>' <.J' .:. , '. 
----------------

2'; n.oma:3 ? 

flame (Poncet::.:-., :9E,4), f.-r.-. 
who appear!3 lf". a :har:..:.. .. 1rd,..,"- ~Ji' 1~J(ç..! ... j :: ....... :.3 J".'l W:-.'~ rj(J.rj~, '_LI! 

1 : 

,1I.,J 

, . :·'1 

caduceùs carved wle:r. 8r.~w ... r.~.=:! '~'!!f"(!:-'': :", d(} dr.-... · Lf.!r ~ .'l .... r.: ..... ! r~f,fl";f ... r(j 

C:a:rblna' s 11cr. c:-,ar :C~ ::'".,Ii.:-,I;;!Ç·_"' ".f.!~ ...... t..L ':ï~ ... f: :1.:, • :-.': t'Lt ï'} ... f1!" ~J.rj"J:.fl 

1 
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equlllbr~um WhlCh keeps the planets and elements in balance. In the 

t,abl,.:.)U on the t.emple' s poreh we see her at work, ln the process of 

ar::t.lfJ"Jlng eqUl.lt'r i\.rr. f rsrr. tr.e :::eSlstd~'t. :>".ater .lai of teL two !lons. 

:.~'J .lp ar.:i gr.a:H.ù3 tl13 teetr .. ";"st as ln the Amoret t. the warnng 

:ts feet and :egs are er.tw.l~ed by a 

,:~r1K;(! t~l~~ lr.i.J :t __ fItI:-. ta.:.:; furt:-~e: 'J.p, t.he .sta~~e ~3 ve:led ~o cover 

............. 1:. d!" ... 1 ... y3:" J~.l ~,i't..:.,- :_.; .... s~ E!"" .... :!. :~e_7 .. jr,r, ~r.e 

.. , ........ } 

. . 
.... d ..... , .:,:dest ar:ll l',OSt. 

:t rep~e3en~s a ~lffie before 

'",f' lt'e..: .. es .. !;,!!._":.e!~tldt..\.!..i 1:.5\..: .... : f~ .... ~ r.at..ure, 2:: te!Gre t.r.e :;hlld 

,-~:e .. it ~\~r. :ry~:j.~') .. pr . .:.er. .... c1.a, Afr:::a, :nd:.a, MeXiCO 

~1·.1 .. ~!le :~dV(l;\ t;: :.!... e ?c5S.lbly through 

~.lte! 1 wh.:, hablt:"d::y appearèC 1:-. suer. a "Jehlcle ln anC1ent art. 
':.Hl'.L':na' s presenCe :n BC~'K !\' :3 0ne :-:-.ore lnstar.ee of Spenser' 3 
,1: ~lwinq .:'!': -.)ld SC'ur~èS ,)! the ~~r:ll!1lr.e j,:vlne .. ~o 5urr-mo:,,1. the ene::gles 
,! .. \.~Vè dnd :ec0nc:: ..... lt:..:-:--. sc .:..:,:".pcrtar&~ te hl.9 :!11ddle books. 

:':: Er.:..:h ~eu:-:-.dr.n, 7he Jrlg.~.s ar.d Hlo3tory of ConsclOU3ne3:1, 
: .1:\:1 RF. C tJ~:: (Pr:.r.,::etcr., :~73), pp. 1:-:2 

-------------------------------------------------------~------------
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image.26 Or p055~bly ~r. Horapc:'io's Hler~~ca, where it appears 

as the second plate and represer.~s the unlverse.;>'7 

No source for Spenser' s llisplred a5S0clat lOr. of the symbol wllh 

Venus has ever been f:;und, thcug:1 he may have known that :makes WOt t' 

snclKe otten appea::eJ as an clt'.: ::.'ute ,li chthonl:: (U'HJdlly tt'm,llt') 

gcds because !t was a3s;)c:'.lted <i:th th.: \.lr"jerwvIl.J ,Ind wltll 1. Il'!,'' 

7r.ese pn.:n.ltlve de:.tles, :lke ·:.e Greclt MoUlel wr.o gdve Ille <111.\ tl'l'" 

:.t Dacie loto herself, had "the i 'utile d3pect )! :urd3 ,)1 the .Je,ld dl"j 

cf fertll~ty. "29 

and partlcùlarly app:opr :a~(! t • " 

a:. : .. '!:: ma f.- ~.! -' j. t l _ 1 lI' 

te:ls .JS that the peop:'e 

,-':. I! ,) r ft: ,1 

i· ..... ..:F.rJf. F !.-:!. 7 ",r:,'.,.[ f~j.tï 

(Lvndon, :840), pp. 7-8. 

28 Spenser wç~:d :-.c.~ ;.d'J4.: ,r.:.":JWL dL .... u·~ t: .. ! r~rf.!t..d:, "':r.df,· 'j~/rj(1f.! JO .. 

(..lnearthed -:JO:y ..... :-. ~r.e f.::ar:y tw • ..:: .... _lJ..!t:. '::'f~r.·.urïJ. '.ihf .... ·if: 1t_t1tuf!· ·t." 

snow SnaK.e3 er.tw:.r.el dr-=.. .... r.l Le! d:rrrs, 3:.'..J .... :de:3 dT.rJ Wt.S1 4!t, Lu t _ tl'J
A 

he:: :egs. 

Gree/( Pel.lg~o~, p. 279. 
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Venus--I believe lt more like:y '.:tlat Spenser drew the symbol from his 

r..JWf. lmaginatlon.30 The hermapr.rodltlc, self-conceivlng Venus 

:'~pU!3ent3 the :.dea:' who:'eness d:ld potency of any palor SI! lovers. It 

~a~ Le lnterpreted dS a :'ater, ~~re dlfferentlated verSlon of the 

3M;.e f!m0tlonally ~hargea concept expreSSf.!Cl by the uroboros. As 

:;.!u:ndnr, rerr~drk..3, "the ~roboros appears as :.~e r::t;~d 'ccnt.alner' 1 

!~~;nlne OppDs:tes, the World Farents JCl~ed ln perpet~al cohablta-

r .. fi 3 ~ Neumann':.; :ast pt:.rasp :--ere :s a falr:y accura'.:e des~rlptlon 

Tho~gh Spen~er cr.ooses ~o~ ta 

::early he Vlews the hermaphrodlte 

At t.hlS t..'vlnt cne m!g:--.t. WL~ .... _ dSK wr.at reldt!Onshlp t.hese mythlc 

30 Marle :el~c~rt, ~er~~~~~~d:.te, Myths and Rltes ~f th~ 

1\ l ~~~~a l.-.f"!'ÇL~~ --':!.:~_~': a '3~.i ca l-.i'!~~_-~u 1 ty, t ra::s. ';(!;".:-. :.Eer :Ücho lser. 
(:<..,:1l.11.. ... 0, 1901), Pi~* :'7, :-:9. r~.!-4:::u!."~ pc~:~~.s .:n.:~ :':" .. he~ ::-:troductlon 
thdt., Jlt~.0ug:. t~e :~t.~!:T.d:--:.::: : .. ~e "",as apparen~~y o:.-.:.g.:r.atea ~c express 
t~:t! hurr~an ~mI-'Y':sL' t-:nd!JS ... :.'::t.:r.eSS, ::r.ct: tr:.e !3yr.~-:;l t.~o~ scu:'pt..utal 
·lh.lpe lt lnspl reJ 
1~3 qrctesque::ess 

!'-lr~:.er :"::j.·"ds because peop:'e 'Here put off by 

3: NeJmdnn, ~..!.lg:ns, F :3 7:1e aSSOclat:or: ot round forms and 
t'lsèXU.ll!ty .1130 appea::s ln P:dtc' 5 Sympo31urr., ln Arlstophanes' 
Ll; • .::~tul myth ..1l::cut the ::rlg.n ::- the sexes and ~: :'ove. Accordlng 

~.' Allstoph,,::es, ~.uma:,. bel:-:g:l .. ere ocg1oa11y androgyne"':5 ar.d spherl
'::..1 •. the gùds punlshed them as ~r.(! wculd dlv1de a:-: egg wlth a hair, 
dn~ ~ver Slnce then ne have :onged for e...:r ether halves. 
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images of Venus have ta Spenser's overall allegar1cal framework. 

would answer "not much," except to B::ito~rt/!l que:Jt for Artt~q"ll d~ 

her mate; and they relate to BUéomart' s quest ooly cor.ceptually, tU1 

the anClent gaddess whom Spenser most Obvlously aS30cldtes wlth hl3 

Kn1ght of Chastlty loS I:U3 r8the:- than Venu3. The ~ensc ot unlull, 

wholeness and frultlon Whl;;h Ven~JS SymbOllC.llly reptt!senul in Ttw 

Faerle Queene ;;ompensates fOl ilnd balances aq<l1l13t the llIH.!ùl 

err.phdS1S on ach.l.evement ùnd dominance lnsplred by Ellzabeth-Gl'>Ildll.J 

By paylng homage to Venus as hJ3 alternate muse, Spenser ffidK03 Il 

possible for hlS poem to take ln a deeper, more human resollance evrll 

as f1ssures threa~en hlS al!egory, 

!Jowhere lS t.he ten!HOn betw'.!eii the lmperLit l 'Je!l of que3t Llnd dut y 

and the l!r.perat:'Jes .;)f lu"'\:! :-",ore cl!vl')\lS thdll li, B·,oK VI. 

te~ Dy Glorlana wltn tnt! ~a3K 

corn:r.unlty. 

1: ... 1'.f" ...t~.'i ll)"f"', 

Mt. ACldale, ::,r.ce 

apprec.:.a~e :.he 3:.:rpa~s:..r.q .... s!'·_·. 
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a11 !J1X books where he admlts himself (disguised as Colin Cloutl as a 

per sor,a . 

The V1Slon ct the hundred ndked handmaids of Venus danclng 

around the three Graces, who l..n turn Clrcle Colin' s sweetheart, i3 a 

n.andala of dellght. AIl of lts motlon is orient.ed towards the 

c~nt:allty ot the fo~rth, most human Grace, who cccuples t~e positlon 

'J..!nus herselt w.;)uld norrt".ally assume. Spenser compares her to a gem 

~n the m1dst 'Jf a rlchly enhanced nng (x.12.7-9), ta the Corona 

B-:jreal15 surrounded by movlng stars (x.131. She 13 the fount of aIl 

v,llue, the eartnl.y 'Jenu!.l. the c.ne to whom Co':ln p1pes. In the April 

ecloque of :rhe Shephearàes Calender, Spenser had awarded the posltl.On 

u! thp fc.urth Grace ta tr,c Quee:l (E.l.lsa), but now::e replaces her 

~!th h19 own ~e:oved, El!zabel~ Boyle, though he does not mention her 

In th ... !! f".O:Jt elabora:. • .:! dnd personal of corr.pluner.ts, Spenser 

!ù,jes the bOllr,,'!a:-y between huma:l and dlvlne, between love as an 

edrthly pa3sior. 3:id love 33 a cosmic force. Mt. Acidale lS Spenser' s 

! rUlldvera, rr.0re h0lT'ely and l.es!> -:omplex than Bottlcel:l's great 

'.'!:IU,i: d:legory, bu:: ;,nspaed ty the same bel.:..ef in lO'Je as a bridge 

Cnl ü:e ether, lmaglned sce:;es of bllSS ln The Faerie Queeno, 

th19 vile lS not !ervently quest.ect for or deferred; it lS slrr.plj 

there, presented to us whale, 30 that. we may see and experlen.ce it 

before we lnterpret. As lor.g d.::l 5:..r Cal:.dorc remiur.S ::apt and 

.::l;.lent, the dance goes cn, b..:t when he beglns t.o ask quest':"Qns, 

eVh1enclng the need te st.ar.j ba.::f. and know, the G::aces !lt:!e and Col~n 

tredKS hlS b.:lgplpe~ ln a flt c: p1que. What a departure from the 



ending of Book II, w~ere Spenser glorif~es the voyeur as h9ro. 

understanding has clearly evolved, for no~ he makes qUH:e plal.n the 

103s of pleasure and iIm\Cdlacy whlch the voyeur suffers dnc! WhlCh he 

causes others to suffer too Belng tald that the vi~nl,,-hed Gr<\ces 

on me n il':'':' 9 rd C ;. 0 U 3 ,,:. f t:3 l,.,,! :3 t 0 W , 

W.,lch decke t.he body or adJ:-ne the mynde, 
To make them louely ::.'r weI: fauored show, 
As comely Carl.lage, entcrt.,i.rlement k.yndC', 
Sweete 3cmb::'aunt, frlendly _'ff.ccs that bynde, 
And all the .::orrplement!l ot ,:urte:He (x.23.1-6) 

1S a poor subst l. t ute for hedr l r.g thel r .. feete t ast thumplng t.h' 

hellow gr,')unds" (x 10.4). -=al.~ 're comes dowr, trom the mount,tlnlll!> 

Wlser and probably :3adder, con!lrmeJ ln hlS d'.!slre Lv pur:lUe 1'<1:1-

torella befon~ he pULsues the 6: dtant Bea!lL. Spen3cr, tOI ,)n~e, 

places the demands of nlS heru'":I he,nl above the call ut hl!! ~WLJrll, 

pol itlcal dut y 

This vi:uon ç,f Venus'!J hdr.d;nalds, along wlth tho!Jc of tlt~t 

gardens and h(:r temple, belong, : belleve, 1..0 d mytlilc 3Lr,dr. ln Tlle 

Faer le Queene whl.ch subve rt!! Spt!nser' 3 lde01uqy. I! t h~ que·, t :1 

:::pecified by Ellzateth-Gl;:;rland are lus p'lem':J the:ll:J (dr,d t0: tt,,! 

most part Spense:::'s ).magl.r.atl\~n ~f the telT.ln~ne ~'!tJ()und ul' wltilltlt; 

Venus and her f':l':10we:::5 <ire it!) a .. tlLhes13. :';P'.!:-.:Jf~r [lu·J d 3Lurdy 

pat.tern of thinlung whlCh hl3 culture t,e:l.eved pre3crlt."ed Uw n'ii.l 

relationship of man te WCIT..:In ar.d \.If England tv r.<;![ r.a~cent emplHl. 

Only in nis characted zat.l.or. ',! 3rltcrr.art, wr.03e qUf.:!Jt 13 tCi! thé rodf. 

1 
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she 13 tated to love and m4rry, does Spenser succeed--temporarily--in 

~yntheslzing th~~e two ant~thetical strains. 

By far the most durably appeallnq of the temale figures in the 

poem and often celebrated by fe::u.nlst critics for her womanly bravery 

dnd mcttle, Bntornart lS clearly ~ma9ined by Spenser to be the 

~xceptlonal woman. As such, sh(> tunctlons as a model of vlrtue for 

the sex: an cIT\l)1em of 10ya1ty a!id C'liI:-.tity ln L)Ve upon which his 

female readers mlght. pres ... mab1y :-.ave fash~oned themselves. Yet she 

i3 also exceptional in another way. Her royal blood and her role as 

prùgenllress of Ell zal!elh exe:r.pt her trom the standards of conven-

tlün,ll female behavlor and aS!.llae her of a positl.on at or near the 

tep ~f any hlcra:chy she happe~s t~ encoun~er. Brltomart offers 

Spen~er's :.maglr.atL)n scope, ar. ::>pportun::..ty to rev,:,st! "not ooly a 

:llcrary dnd cùltural Vlew cf :cve but a1so a li:erary and cultural 

Vlew cf WOmdrl "3~ :n Books I!: and IV he takes tu!l advantage o~ 

thlS scope, but. all LiS brave exp:orat!ons ccr.cerr.ing .'.an-woman 

Ielatlonshtps come t.o ground agdlnst the po~itical reallties of Book 

V, where r.is thlnklng reverts to hl.erarchy al:d he .. s once again 

prlmar11y concerned not wlth re:atlonshlp petweer. but power over. 

Br .tomart' s presence ln her last scenes is thus far less lmpressive 

t.hdn ln her early ones. 

From the be9lr~nlnq, when s~.e r !des lnto the poem and immediately 

unhOt-ses Guyon, Spenser emphaslz~s Brltor-.art 1 s l'.l.litary prowess. He 

3~ Harry Berger, Jr., The Fderle Queene, Book III: A General 
DeSCrlptlOn" ln EA, p. 397. 

---- -_._--------_._-------------------------
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connect~ her wl.th the Arnazons, those women "of ant iquc t ime~" who 

were "wont in warres to beare most sway,1 And to al1 grcat exploit~ 

thern se lues inclind" (il.2.2-31 Tralned trom infancy tu tost! ~poal 

and shield, Brl.tomart disdal.ns "the fine needle and nyce ttHoad," tlw 

conventional pastlmes of noble Idd.les. Spenset:, 01: COUI"!'IC; l\,ld 

pIe nt y of precedents for the Arr.azonl.an woman ln epic--liomez.' s 

Penthesilea, Vl.rgll' s CamIlla, Ariosto's Bradamante--tJut hl' put3 thl' 

convention ta partlcularly good use. Britomart's tlalllÏng if! the 

martial arts, her nerve 10 seeklng and flghting for what she wdnt:'i, 

enable~ her t.o avold completely the behavlors of practlced paSslvlty 

prescribed for other women lr. Fduryland as ln England. She ls nu 

Petrarchan sonnet-wornan, s::hooled t.o be the qUH.!t ov)ect ot her 

lover's ardent deslr:e. lier f::,r::hrlght energy and deuds undblu 

Spenser to explore what a love rf.:lat.10!istllp between cl man <lnd W0m.HI 

would be llke l.f bot~ were dctlve seekers and partners. 

7he Amazonl.Ôr:. straIfl ... r. Brltomart 13 predumlndntly v ... :ntlvu 

because II ensures r.e::: 50::13: !:ee:jorr. r\.-nazon~dn mythol ,gy lm: :'J", 

whetner ~n classlca.i.. or Rena ~S3dn::e texlS, was rarely su ur.amldgu-

ously posltlve. 

or reJect the male but :'0 ::rea:.'· dr'.-:J r.lust:::oy hlm ... 3:! Ir. dfICl'!f.' 

Greece, tales about Amazor. 5::J:;:f.!'.les dnd qJet!ns Sfc!urr. :'0 La'Je 'le-Jt: ,-

33 LOUlS Mcnt:::ose, "A ~ld!lu:r:rkr ::lght' S ~redrr, ar.d tr.'..: ~t.dJ". ~.'j 

Fantasl.es of. EllZabethar. Çult .... re .. :r. Rewrl~lr.Çi tt.~~<:~~~_s3anr-=-e, 

p. 7::". 
The gteat exceptl.on te tr.e dr'".Llgulty of AlT.azr ... rllan myt:r".Jl'.Jg,/ . 'j 

Ben Jonson' s :609 Masque of QJe~r.s. whc::e lt. l:! ,~~(:rj !H.tll"cly 
po~nt:..vely. Jonson was writ.lng a!.t.er the deatt. 0! EllzalJeth, wt.0 
seemed to be wary of suer. mytt.s 
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q,ed as a result of C010Tllsts' encounters with cultures wh~ch were 

3tlll ~trillneal.34 They were late myths, expressive of a threat ta 

patrlarchy rather than of the or1ginal procreat1ve or nurturing power 

of the feminine. Men of the late Renaissance had fresh access ta 

thesa myths as well as fresh access ta prlmltlve matrllineal cul-

tures. Sixteenth-century travel narratives often relocated the 

ancHmt AmazOrlS of Scythia 1:-. Atrica or the Amencas, just within the 

recedlng boundarles of terra lncognlta.35 Representations of Amazons 

were common ln Ellzabethan text3, a~d the usual attltude expressed 

towdrds them ~lngled fasclnatlcn wlth horror. 

One type of wr~tlng l~ wh:ch references ta Amazans were con-

spicuously abser.t WàS the enCC!rl.lIn ':..0 Ellzabeth. Though the Amazon 

metdphor seem.'i, an U-.e face 0: 1t, 5u:ted to 5trategles for praising 

d waman ruler, EIlZdbeth may well have found lts undertones too 

51nlster ta SUlt her tastes or polltlcal lnterests.36 If 50, she 

d13played great acumer.. Ever. Spenser, who beglns Dy referrlng ta 

these élnclent tndtt13l women ~n dO unarr.!)lguoùsly posltlve way and even 

chdstl.:Jes mer. :or treatlng the::-. unfalrly (1:1::,i:), lat.er envislons 

Arnazons a3 unre3~r3:r.ed rr.an-dorr.lr.ators. Radlgund is to Brltomart as 

d negatlve to d ph~~ogr3ph:= l~age. s~e ~s !~lled wlt.h vengeance 

Because 

3hc 15 such a rr~tched ~ppon~~~, Kadlgund has ~he strength to subvert 

34 George 7hoIT30n, Stu~:e~ :n Ar.~:ent GreeK SOclety· 7he 
PrchlstorlC Aegean, pp. :82-:83. For a more detal!ed dIscussion of 
t.he meanu1g of the Arr.azons tC' tt'.e Greek.s, see Chapter T'Wo, pp. 63-65. 

3~ Montrose, p. 7!. 

36 So LOy~5 Montrose specu:ates, pp. 17-78~ 
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Britomart's carefully developed characterization. ElIzabeth wa~ W15è 

to be wary that poems praising her as a second Hlppolyta mlght sull y 

her image as the nation's lovinq wife and mother. 

One reason the Amazonlan straln lS !l0 posItive III Brltomalt l' 

because Spenser lS careful to contrast her armorcd exterior wlth th~ 

very vulnerable woman within. her first !31ght of i\ttegall III 

Merlin' s magic mirror plerces hor to the core, dC!:It rüyllHl heI lùlmeI 

boundaries and stabillty. Spenser maltes clear that becausc 01 IH,': 

strong emotional nature, her ch,nce:3 are tü seok. or tü PUIt.', plul'<ll.}) 

unto death. Brltomart 13 no nun-llk.e Platoni!:lt cc>n~ent to wür:!1I1p <Ill 

ldeal image: !::o:n the beglnnlng tne :3plfltual <Incl the plly3tCdl ,1[" 

lntegrated wlthl:1 her character. Her love f0I heI t .. t Ul ... Ilu:.IIJ<llld 

begIn:3 as an atfalr of ::.he llr.a':;pnatlol, but !3exua. ,:.or.'1urr:n"It!l!/I 111 

rr4rriagc 1S l::'S goal. Very carly, Br:ltullldrt CCr:pldlll:l tu L"'l 11\l1:1t· 

Glauce about ::.ne "wlcked for::.ur,c" WhlCh :Jeef!'<S ~u lequ.r" l ... l t(, "1 .. ·,·<\ 

or. shadowes, .. r.lles l dle for f00d" (::II Il. ~~ j). 

:east an expresslon of he:: energy 

rr.ythlc forebea::crs are P:3yche IJcr!urr.'.lr.g r.e:: td:U'J dr.; .~r.Lrl"'1 t,.,; 

:-.eart. 
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but. ~he eventually becomes entangled in hierarchy and ideology 

Lecause the r,',ar. sr.e loves serves both. 37 

Before lcoking at the Artegall-B:itomart conflgurat10n which 

!f.:presents, l bell.eve, Br l.tomart' 5 downfall as a sympathetlc charact-

èr, l want bnefly to examine the eplsode WhlCh best lllu::ltrate5 

Br l tomart' 3 pdl tl ::ular excellence' her rC5cue vf Amoret from the 

X i, . ~ of Book !:: . 

Tr.c (~!J:"j'Jlc ç::;.,ntrasts Br1tCIT,art's 1ntegrated nature w1th 

Brltorr.art, as has already beeo ment.loned, 

,.1 :-,-, ~trar,g.:r te tl1e Splrltual and phys1cal longlngs of love; her 

! . r st liane! lc~,()",J.eagf! ùf :o·.1e' 5 power acts as an 1mmUOlzat 10n, 50 to 

''l''_'dK, clgdll.3t U,e muet! more !:!uperf1c1al and styl.:.zed representat.:.ons 

paS3Hl:I ... t..:h E<'..J31rane c.:)nJures up. But Amoret, whcse tra:';l1ng 

': w'-,mar.h0 ,j :ld3 2()nSlsted o! :::arefrec years .:.r. the erctle :.:-.r.er 

·'t\r,..::~um .::;f t.ht.! Ja:-j~n jf Ad:>n15 !c::owed by ;'e5~c..r.s ""a s: ... ence, 

l.'j!cnce dnJ pd!i,s7..Vlty !n tt.e 7e;-r:ple of Ven'.;!), :1d5 nc !3~ch ~r',,-

She has Lean schco!ej :.~ bctn gexual~ty a~d 

.,r :ear ;)f sexua: :.ty. :'t.ere!crc !J:-.C .:.s ;.at'.lra: prey 

Cllt.lque cf the normatlve femln1n.:.ty of h:.s tUT.e, WhlCh prescr:.bed 

t~)dt milrrled w.'men should be both npely sexua: ana thcrough~y 

---- ------ -------

37 In .'Hié't.he:- sen!lC, of cou::se, Brltcrr.art 15 aL along entangled 
1I~ !llerarchy ..In;:1 .:.de0logy. .Jf royal b:ood and dcst lned te te the 
:n~)ther of the '!'udor 11ne, she serves a fut..ae po!iti:al dbsolut:.sm by 
ge:v:.ng her ~wn heart and search1ng for Artega~:, who lS dest:.ned te 
h~ the fathe! ,-'! the Lnc. 



1 subml.ssive. He seerr.s to have understood t.he dangels ",t 11 \'i09 ~'\lt 

such a prescr:..ptlon. 

The Busirane epl.sode points out the ciangers lnherent Ui !em.lle 

subml.ssion. l\llloret's paSSl.Vlty lS very much the xed:Jl.>n tUI hel 

capt.ivlty. The masque whlch BU!llrane present!! ln hl!! IiOll!'l! <\1.,1 11' 

whlch she forclbly taltes pdrt is, wc learn ln 11.'.1,3, the -H'IY :t.lln,' 

masque WhlCh he presented at Amoret's weddlnq fea:Jl. Thl~1 :IPt>,'t,I.-l., 

enab':ed hlm "ty way of sport, as _,ft ln maske:J 1:3 knuwen" tu ,li'.hle'l 

her away from Scudamour anù thelr frlends. 

t'le ~onventlOr.s 0: ?etrarchan lo\,'e J~scourse; "the twelv.· tl l)Urt''1 

:-~ ,) t 1\ ~ y, 

he p~rsues h:..s lady-o~Ject. 

ft' 'Jt'" ~ t •• ' ,.' 

DJt cn Interpersona: rcaIlty r . .:.. • : .'S & '.)4' 1 t.' 1 t 

.'J';f: ,J 3 1 'J, .. t~ ~f:r' - ,l, f' 

J' rI" t ~ 1 l '1 

~ 'J '",' ... • ~ ,1 

:.,1! f',' , 

agt'la~t." (Xl:" .~~.9) . 

.. 
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At:.. tr.1S ~.I!.nt the love-cbJect hersel! E::oters. her trernbl1.ng 

: ':dC'. dlsplay(;rj ln a silver basin. The app&arance of Amoret, the 

: :'.:31". ar.d t,~'/~d womdf., arnong <lll the ""al1u,ng person1ficat10:1S lS 

B= ~tv:'".drt imrnedlately recognizes the rea: as real, though 

:lt.f.: t.èS!l r.ever :3een A.-noret before 'rhe next n1ght, a5 the 1nner 

r :0;;,':l door open:l w!1(;!. the mdsq1.oC lS about t.o beg1:1, Brit.cmart enters 

llnd Amun'':. tled to a plliar and "the vlIe Enchaunter 

.'Ju! If.g :;trd;.y'! ~f.dracters" wlth her bIocà. 'The masque llgures are 

wt,.:re tO Le 3een, for they rla'Je been transmuted to wrltlng on a 

Brltcmart overp0wers the arch-rranlpulator BuS1rane 

,. 1 lt-·ad~j lune::.!! -.. 
..; .... '-1 ln the :590 verSlon, te troc waltlng Scudamour. 

.':l'''~e.:'"' .• ::q .:'; :I.'SJ1~r. ::,f Blltomart'5 lnt8grat:or. ar.d corrpeten:::c, 

': .. 1: :<1',e J •• ~·l ll' 3F(!nSCr 3n'::\0/5, among other th.:.r.gs, the aamage tr.at 

:: ,. ".<1 -' ': ::l~sappo~:lt:r,ents of 7he rderle Queene ~5 ~nat ... e 

c! B [ l ~ orna r t 1 who ~5 clear:y :apable 

':1.' .t:3 !c:rlt •. li':lhlp, ..:nlled wltl. Artegall. Why not? suggest tr.at 

as Spe~scr ccnce:.ves hlm, 15 not capacle ~! 

~"\ .... lt.dlnè~, ~!.~e!"',HÜ_Jè':~;'VC re:atlonshlp af,,j Dehaves, except for 

: le! rr,"'rncnt!l. J!l d!1 execùtcr ct the ldeology of cor.quest. HlS 

~, ~~u,-Lj;:, -.4! h~j :...een pewe:.le.ss to re5;;;l,.;.e A.'no::-et !rcrr. B~51rar.e 

~ ,',',hl!lè Le t,'.' :-:.\!l bee;, an abdJc:~r, he too has p:'aye:.1 the aggress:.ve 
;'.1.1.' ~~'::'t' al,j :r.'.l!l ~.dS teen part of the proclem. 

-



1 character is a:mo3t purely determ1ned by h13 role, WhlCh lS t0 

"liberate" Irena (lreland) from Grantorto (the Pope and Cath,)llCl~lm). 

who ie forclb!y and unJu~tly deprlvlng her of her herLtaqe. 

else ln Spen3er' 3 poem 13 tht: gap bet.ween Faeryland and Ell ~,\b('t 1,"11 

üne on1 y Il.:13 t 0 da'ck 

Spenser' oS ldea of Artegall':3 het01C r:uS!31on dgdlll3t. t1l3tcl[ lc' Lh'~ 

l.e., Ircland's converSion t,) CatholiC Chrlst1<llilly ln the 

century--to reallze tt-.at the poet's imagination here 1:\ \co! :llpt~,1 .II.! 

pa rt lsar.. 

As sccretdry for ycars tu ~he hlgtles: Ell~"het hdn (,1 t 1-':1,11 11, 

Ireland, ilS cl probaL\le wltne33 te the 3trdteg~',:: 'llcSuqhtet by t,11l111'11. 

troops of 600 :talidr. and Spanlsr. Soldier:l wtlC t.dt! "~rn\' t ( : Il .. ,Il l ,,1 

. ' , " . 
L: 

t. "'1 

f:ed.Ufs: .. : f , 

4C Sper.s."!: 3::-:-1· ... ·e..: 1r. :re:d:.'j t.t..re'..! rr.c..f.'!..t.·j te! .J: Y • tL. l.: ... ')f> I .. ! 

:ra3Sàcre at S:-.e:-w:ck, ~:... wh:. ct, :-.f~ pre3ulTH:sLly ~rd·Jf.: .... :rl .... ltt. :4,,:,j J:.", 

4: nav:d': .. BaK.er, "'S ....... r:-.t;! ':J!!"K, :;"_r.t.: ':l..:./~ ... /! :-~·'/(l'}~',:.' :..,' ltJ .. 
S'.lDVerS.lOn ~r. ~per.Sf.!r' 3 ~_~~~~ __ ~r.I~ __ ~.!~_~!..!_:-.· ~:·(1·_.= :r.".d:.!u .. : 

Spenser Studa:3, :'/ (::18';), ~4~. 
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fc,r UI'.! rr.O:H f,art. lntetnally eonsl.stent., but lt i3 a distorted 

r~flectlGn of ~lstorleal truth. 

Artegall'3 rje,llcatl.on to h13 role as Elizabethan imperiali5t 

~ake~ hlm lr.suf!l~lently available to Britomart. Although they come 

~0gether tWl~e, c~th lnter!udes are eut short by Artegall's l.nSlst-

':I.'.:e thal r.e :rIJ:.!t ,:')mplete h13 F.1.3310n for Glorl.dna l:::efore they are 

Spen3ûr nevet presents a love relatlonsh1p WhlCh 13 

nlS knlghts, as Stepner. Greenblatt 

,k :!erve,>, dqdlr. dnlÎ aga1n "reder. out longlf.gly for reso':'utlon, 

;:,,3urc, ~r re~ed3e ünly to have 1l snat.ehed away frorr. them Gr 

:r.~er.~lt.: -..:Ia .... :.l fcr Ielease, WhlCr. 13 overllldstered on:y by a stlll 

Spenser' s focus, rather, 15 0,. the 

:,0', jl.ltl '. ·L.··.C t'èt·"eer. Artega:': anù Brltoll'art 'n ::: v:.., wr.eil he 

'.vent ... :...}: ,~:.r .• ·!.. r:.t.:t ... ,rlc--tc (lescr.:.ce the e~ft!ct. ~! Br .... tc:r.dr~'s 

"her angels face" 19 

t:dme~ ln goljsm1thes forge wlth cur.ning hand"; sne lS 

react.: vf" . r..ad:gund wr.en 

.;~ v!ee::t:d~t, Rena!ssar.ce Self-Fash:onlng, p. :79. 
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he unlaces her helmet dur~nq thelr battle in V.v. Agaln ho inv010n-

tarily drops hlS 3wo!"d when he dlscovers hlS opponent'!3 lovelill~3!l. 

Radigund' s beautiful face, though bathed in the b100,1 and 5WOdt ,)1 

bé1-t'tle, appears 

Like as the Moone ln foggle winters niqht, 
Doth seeme to be h0X: selfe, thouqh darkncd L'C her : 19ht . 

(v l~ 8-9) 

Spenser' S ~mag.= here suggests an lmportant pOlnt M.ldlgund i!l th.} 

moon to Brlt.omart' 3 sun, the Junglan 3hadow to her moral rddldn~." 

She 1.S Britoffir1rt's double, "SplIt. off trom i.èr <13 dr • .llleq'){l-':dl 

personiflcat.l~11 ut evelyth~ng u. Arteqd':'l'~ beL_vt.!,j tlhlt thl'-dt"l,'\ 

hlm."43 Art.egall'g redctIûr. att.~'l· J to :ht.!lr C'_ld •• -,t lc·l •. he 1:1 

lnltially at.tlacted and awed by t.he one as l>y tL.: Jlt:'11. th_" :Jl'<'l t 1 Y 

5eco~d pretty ~dCt. 

Radigund vengefully force:l ;7"!1l ~r.t0 tilt.! ·,\.l:;-,.ll,·/' .. 

pIt.y for Arnore: ln the tradlt:ol.d., passlve h~r'1~:.l:"· ..> .. f,,, :. li \ 1 ," '/ 

ne finds the rcle beneatt. ccnterr,pt, "d !J:...rrJld {;!! 1f,' 

brave" as Artegall's ('.1.23.4) 

not a sord.:..d cfflCf; for tr.ose ~r" r..J0rL :r.d:lcul.r .• ~ drl'i L:~l'Jf 

43 LOU1S Montrose, "A Mldsummer..Ji.!.9t,t'!l :"'.!_edr::' ,Jf.d ~ .. tj>; :""~f':r.'; 

Fantasies of Ellzabethar. Culture," p. 78. The p01arlzd~l0r. 0t 
ferninlne nature lll..lstrdted by ~r.èI-Duessd tr.us ';ru(~v] Ld';k l!l~', '_L.! 

poern ln Booi'. V. 
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they are prvperly de~tlned to play that role? BritomèJrt rescues 

Artegall from captivlty as she has rescued Amoret, and afterwards 

taKes steps to ensure that no more men will fall loto this form of 

, Tl f .) l l riom . w~_le Artegall 13 restlng and recoverlng hlS self-e~teem, 

she there as Prlnces ra':"ned, 
hnd cbanglng a~l. that foune of com:nor. weale, 
7he llberty st wornen dld lepeale, 
WhlCh t~ey had long V3urpt; and them restorlng 
Tc men's 3ublectlGn, did truc 1ust1ce deaIe: 
7hat a:: they as d Goddesse ner ad8rlng, 
Her Wl'l,"10~ r:!ld admire, and hearkned t.o her lon.ng. 

(vil. 42,3-9) 

.,lIe u! the !T,' '3'_ usta5teful deta.!.1s here 15 the Amazon women' S love 

l,il Ua!lf owr. :033 of treedem. Another is the wi:1.1ngnes5 of su eh an 

e/...:ept lonal WL:"\ar. as Brltomart to impose s\..ObJect1on upon them. 

7!.\.' ,\u 1.": •• ~:r,I:r.t ~ '::" the femH .• ne and int.erest ... n 1nt.e::-subJectlve 

! "1'1' ;,,11 re:,!'_:vn3n"-p Wh1CI. Spenser shows 50 abur.dar.t.ly ~n Books :1r 

:"l:3 :.~"" t't:t."r; c~mpletel Jet t .:..soned. It has been ~ossed out ln 

1'" d ":: .... t: :J'3~ _~t..~tt wr,lch .:cns.:.sts o! pO~'e! ...... ver: t.he power c·! 

:.t·:. ~ '.'t!! w\.,..r:-e: .-Ir: .. '::. : ..... ::rors the power ûf England ove:. :!:e:clr.d. 

t;';·,I:,:. :.1:.-1, ":.<lI,l<.") Artega:l L: ride off en hl!! quest t0 liberat.e 

.'f'L'I:'JL'I err,!=,1Ic1';_~e0 Sc: bedut.~fully dnd vlv.:..dly li: t.he 1515 Church 

t'l':J,'Je, 15 :: !T, U.:s p01nt .:li. ln the narrative forgotten.4" For a11 

"t Spen:ler':; :-,...'ral ,;.:>nfUSlon ln the Legend of Justl.ce, Boolo:. V does 

~lL'drly lllustrat.e one ethlcal rea11ty: that pol1tlcal hlerarchy and 

~ûxudl hlerdt~ny go hand "-n hand 

44 F':>f .1 ,ietdded ana1ysls of the symbology of Brltorr..art' s dream 
•.. :s!.s Churc~" see t.he Appendlx. 



Brltomart's characterizatlon thus ends by toundeting agdin~t 

Spenser' s ideology and allegory of lmperiall!!m. We do her more hon01 

by rememberlng her as she beglns, as an actlvely loving herùlne who~e 

bravery is matched by her vulnerabllitI', than by tocusing 0n what ~he 

finally becomes. Sh-e 1:lustratc3 mo:re ..:lea:dy than any <)cher 

character in The Faerle Queen~ t~e cO~plcxlty of Spenser'~ applo

henslon of the femlnlne. Her cnaracter l Loi'.t 10n 13 ruotcJ III the 

anClent archetypal pattern of the noble ISls-llk.e WOffidn who quesUJ 

for reunion wlt:1 her lo·.·e, y.~t :.~ 15 over ldld Witt. tar Inort.' amblguOU!1 

negatlve conflguratl"'>n wlll::::r. she 3h.:ltC!l wlth f{d,-.Ilqund 

rtlJecte:'i !Juch stereot.Y?lng---:he 'lame sort "f !Jterputyplng wl.l,'h 

torced the o!"l.g:na:ly whl~\le !:,,:,'tt.:c .::haracter of (":l!Ct~ llitC> cS Ilt'Tlltf~{1 

negatl'Je mold--Spen3er neverthe.es3 ~l~ccumr.;·.l te l'. 

ThlS ret reat lS entire" y ur,.\er.:'3tanddble, glverl the '.CII:ll',rl:l 

concernl.ng the role and Datt..re,)!: worr.cn :r. Enql.31. lÜ!rld!(j,3\l11CP 

artlculated ca:1vas of ':'he_Fa(.!r_~~. r.:L.lf.!~..ar.~. 

.,. .. , W:.:.':!. t.'~," "r.:y W(~l~.dr~ 

thought. 

:r.03t of h:..s f:..rst twc books, 3c:reth:.r.g--perhar .. 'j i,;"3 p, .. et' 3 ur.dIH-

standl.ng of what the sources ~! .:.!(;: rca:::? are--prrA·,pt~ l'. liT, tr.J (';d~t 

l ri trie 
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Gv~d and other ancient source3, but wh~ch aiso ernbodied, l believe, 

h~s own ~ntuition~ about the power of the feminlne, Spenser found 

ln~plratlon to imagine a basis for man-woman relationship~ not 

3anctibed by cU.aural dOgmil. This strain of The Faerie Queene, 

wr..lch l consider the mythic as opposed to the ailegorlcal, probilbly 

seemcd to Spenscr entlrely har~onious with the allegorlcal framework 

~e had bu!lt (WhlCh can b~ cons!dered as a vast and ~ntr~cate 

compllment to Ellzabethl Book V r3veais ta us, with our advantage 

,,! !llstorlcal h::.ndslght, how ar.tlthet::.cal they are. 



Chapter Seven. The Sev~nteenth-Century Tompt res~ 

When the cha~ned dnd prcsumably unrepenta~t Acrd~l~ 15 lcd ~way 

fram the Bawer of Bligs, Spen3er seem!! to be f::-eeing tll!n!.wlt Ctom the 

power of a negatlve stereotype. In the lat.eI, more cxplorat')I y book'l 

of The Faerle Queene Ciree figures huile il rem~r!<.ably weak hold .Jpon 

his lmaglnation. But none of Spenser's contemporarlC3, 35 tdr d5 1 

can tell, went throllgrl a simllar process of dCdling wlth the dlche

type of the seduetlve, death-dca~lfl(:1 woman ar.ù t:1en !novlnlj beyGnd lt 

This arcr-ctype cont:.nued t~ fl~urlsh lI! Europe.}:. ::t'!r,s' lI" 

durlng the followlng cent.lry ard tOUlid lt:3 purc:3t, mu.:;t extl'.!!lIe 

exprcsslon ln Calderbn' S dr.3ffi<.lS .n Counter-Ref"rffidt 1(,rl :.ipdlll, ! wu (): 

WhlCh are basèd UPO!"'l the Clrc(:-~.:iysseus myth ar~d wlll Le cH1<11yzed HI 

thl!! chapter. In Los elicantos de)a Culpa Ca.!.dcrbn pU:ihes the 

!!t<:.·:dard Chrl5t:.an allegor ica:" :'r'tcrpretatlon of the myth ~:3 ! al <13 

it Wlll go, b:untly rer.d:r,lng C:.r;e "5:.n" and presentlng her <1 J <Ill 

alluring impedlment to salvatlc:-.. 

porary .:John Milton hold5 ;:. ... t ,_t.,.: <lppl(: t~ Ada:,,: dnrj l:,'J'ltt!'\ l.;~ '" 

forget about heavenly lnJunctl~~~. 

have nothing in C0~mon, 

and both regdrded t.he ferna le ~3f:X as at :"f:d3t p' ... t<:r.tl a lly 3uL· ... :r,:,1 VI! 
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to these hierarch1es. C1rce neler enters Milton's work d~rectly, but 

d!l an arcn6typal female sUbVer!H"Je she certainly haunted the edge$ of 

his imaginatlon, f1rst as the n,other of the title character of Comus 

(who lS nothlng less than a nale Ciree) and later as a probable 

inf luence upcn hlS ::haracterlzat.:.or. of Eve. Defere explering Cl.rce' s 

relat1onsh1p to Ml:ton's Chl1stldn Platonl.sm, l'owever, ! shaii 

briefly d15CUSS her conr .. '!ct.:.on w.:.th the Platon!c trad1tion in the 

early seventeenth century masque. 

Circe :'5 but a :1hadow ':'f. Cùmus, the ghostly n',other of d son who 

cxce':5 her "at her r:ughty ûrt.": She wa5 a fùl"l!llar presence, 

however, ln early seventeent.h cer.tury ma5q~es, ... ·h.:.ch often drew llpon 

the body of Graeco-Romar. n,y th popularlzed durlr.g the Rena.:.ssance, a 

C01pUS in WhlCh, as we nave 5een, she was a corr.men allr:gor ical 

tliJure. Masque5 ir. thlS perlcd were the ~05t ari::stocrat.:.:- of 

d:,I.1l.lt!C prëh'lu.:tlor.s, not .::r.:y becau5e the:r stag.:.ng, w_t.l"; ltS 

emph<lSlS on elav0rat.e sets, ld\'lSh costumes ':lOd mecharl:ca': contrap-

tlon3, requlreJ huge outlays of .:as1'" but aiso because tney trad.l-

: lc'n.llly e:ided w:tb t.he rest.C'rat:cn ::of oreer from above and with a 

l'tûSentatl0n cf palt.lClpants before the rel.gnu.g authorit..les !:1 the 

dudlence.: One of t.he:r co~ve~t_ons req~.lred that. a dance of 

: John M.:.lton, Comus, 
[ldVl-l Aers et al. 

63, ln Odes, Pastorals, MaSques, ed. 

:: Sometlmes the relgn.:.ng auttlOr.:.tles we.re .:haracters within the 
n~9quû~, as wh en Charles :'5 queen, Henrletta Mar.:.a, played Divine 
Bèduty ln Aurellar. 7ownshend' s Tempe Rest.cred Cl .:rames l' s queen, 
Anne of DenmalK, te,:,).;. one of tr.c leac:r.g roles ln Ben Jon~on' s :609 
Masque of Queenes. 



1 
"antimasquer5," country louts or other unruly sorts who reprosented 

the forces of discrder, be followed later in the drama by tho 

measured quadrilles of "masquers," seemly nymphs OI gentletolk wtll> 

wece assoc.lateà wlth the super~01 forces of order. Obvh.)usly, 

Ciree' s uncouth menagerie had great potent laI as dnt lmasquers dnd lt 

is for thlS reason more than d:1y other, l hellcve, th,lt her myth Wcl!) 

adapted to the form. Comus Wd~ preceded by at leolst twc othel 

masques ln Whlch trdnsformed, be,l.3t-headed revclers tlàm~d out th..,l1 

r:lde :neasures. The problerr. wHi. t.d:lorlng t.he myth tu thl!1 mU!Jt 

courtly of forms, however, wa!3 t.0W tu sub;jue Clree IU.!lsu11 Wlthlll ,\ 

llmlted span ~:. elapsed dramatlc tlmt:. 

'!'he USUd: Solutlon WilS te fLJrtray her il!! il WOtnd11 of ddngel(.~:1 

glfts but suscept1ble chdrrr.s, !lomeone w111ing te bebdVl' wÎl.!n !lIa! 

w1shed to please a le'Jod man. lIel.cu the Clrce of Wll:idrr. IIrrJwrl" (lf 

7avlstock' s Inr.er Ter:-.ple ~asq'...e, p!:::ldlJccd for d:. dUclJ'!IIC'" 

host of feat!:! ::1sp.lred by t,::-th '.J'_spul dlld Cld!l!llCd: legu .. d--t,'lt .T. 

t.::ysses and h~s rr,'.:lr .. _' ·lt •• 

te watch a ser:es of dances 

coth confl:..c~ and a!leçpr~::a_ d1:'.L~~:..:;r" 

3 Wil1:ali Browne, Tr.e Wr:,:.<: W0U;~~ W:~;.-!_d-,~_t;!:~Jw~u, W.l fi 

Carew Hazlltt, :r, 2';4-2';:'. 

= 
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Browne'~ C:.rce, ~owe'Jer. r.d'l one qual:.~y ln ::or.:ncn w:.th that of 

ycars later. eàcr. 'Jo:'uf.tarl:'y ::ede:3 r.er trar.s!on:ang rod, the :3yrr.bol 

'~f hur p0wer, to another cha::-ac_er (te Ulysses Hl t:-:e Lrs~ :.nstance, 

te,. Mlnerva 1r. the 3cccnd) W:-.c :ou:'d De less threater.ir.g, rr.ore 

·3c:ntll1.atlng df,j 3 .... :tej to a r..ght' s el-egant entertillnrr.ent., than a 

Cllce wt.v tree:'y g!'w'es her rr.<lg;',~ away: 

The CHee 0f Terrpe Restort:_~ does sc beca..:sc 3r.e has to oe true 

tG hel part H. 7uwn:3t.er . .j's P:'at::~.lc a::egory.4 ::1st.ead cf repre-

3erltlng ur.dJu:terated ... St c.r ~d·lSlO:""., she per30nl!:.es "des:.::-e ln 

. cewg 

Ct~asts t.hat s!':e y:c:O!3 t.o h!..5 

! =- 0ri he r dOtrltl ~ .. At ~~.l:.l pc::-.~, .CNc:'c·,rn and e:.raged, !:e::- pa:n rrakes 

!-4(!r ~lèek dl t.:eI3 ....... :-. 

V,"' 1 :ll. ;::! rce, 3uscept :..b:'c Beaut. y, 

.; Al,.tella" 7cw::::Jr.e:-.J, ~..:rt:! •• ar. :-:::wr.3i:er.~' s Poe::.!! ar.d XasK.:3, ed. 
:-: i< Ch-srrbe!s (-:X!l'tG, :9:;;). :-ir.cr. ':;-errpe Re!ltored was puo::..shed 
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realizes the depravity of her t;:)rmer zoological tas tes and voluntall-

ly gives up her magical rod. Celest lal Harmony floats down f rom 

above, HerolC Vlrtue dances in trom the wlOgS dnd a11 bow or curt!ly 

before the Klng. 

Clearly, Tempe Rest0red ::'5 t'ldtor.l.!H:l ir. t.ht' :HnVlce ot :'''1',,1 

0!3t.entatl.on.6 7he t.ranscer,dentd. aspects of :.rlt-' rr.l~hI'J,t' rcqullc.1 tll(' 

l.ngenlOus deV1Sl.ng of cloud:! st ..:rdy enough t0 supPL'rt seventccn 

people ln a cont rclled descent the stage! luor and must havc 

challenged the l.r.genu.:.ty Gf :n:-J" Jones. "Th1S sigt.t "ltuqetllcl Wd!l 

for the dl.fflcui..ty of the Ing:r.~ng and numbcI A the pC13uns the 

rer.arks. ï 

:-r.ùy l.dCl dt. !~t) ~!~ t1!,'- ",,(leIJI' rl~-

ca: functl.or., ~:'atteIl:.g the 1'.:-.1 wtl:'- 3d! 
a~;:hence t~rct.g!". -:r.-:,t.agc ::led:. "il~ :',:.5 
p!'-.. :..losophy was a:-.... rrp:=t.a:-.t t::t.::"".~~.1~ .. :. t~.~~J ~ 1ed:lld· 

Crge:, 1:': ':'~.e_.:~:'_5.on_-,f_P'~ ___ f-ê.: (BerlU-=':'t.:y, :'1'1',), f 

~;f·()-i : d· (Jfll' 

. , .. ~, 

dl.!3::erned. d3 edr::'y dS Se:-. '::,~3_~.'5 :-!_~~_.?.!_~:cll:f~"!·I.'1~ ::. :1,',', !.t:.: 

"7ne Irnagery :,~ Ber .... "'-:":-.5:":-,' oS ~dS iue3 r.;! B!ac"',,-:~~~~~.dr._~~~;~~_~ ... f~" :1. 
s. :. Gcrac:-~, :!'""ë _J5_er.a:~sd:-.:U __ ~-~~~~-.:!~r" f.!rj . .:tt.!f.lr .• ..:l. Jtqé ... (;1el/u

':'ey, 1975). 
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~t.J.nlng in t.he Queene~ Mal.estlc, may draw us to the contetr.platl.on of 

the Beauty of the soule, unto WhlCh lt hath Analogy."8 Thus pnl.lo-

:Jophy was u3ed to rationallze the mlsuse of the natlon' 5 wealth. 

With product10n C05t.5 per rr~sque presented at t.he roya: court in the 

:('30' s appcoachu.g 20,OCO po .... r.ds, ~t 15 3::-.al1 wc:.der U-.at the C:..vil 

Wdr WdS ooly a tew yedc5 off ar.d :hat the masque as il genre dld not 

~urVlve th15 upheaval.9 

Tempe Pestcred also ceaut1f~:ly lllu3trates another of the 

.li.: !~ctably w .. ~kt~j ::adlt::.:" . .J: -=_::~~ 15 =e-::r6a.rac~er:zec .90 ~:-6at she 

the ieepenl: .... g !actl_~.dl~.s~ :r. ~:.e:r ccunt.::-)' co~l~, dite!." a::, be 

M: :t0~ d!l di. d::~ :-rc.ya::s· ·~ ..... s: :,ave had 71~xed fee.!.:ngs w:-.er. he 

"'''5 .r.vltcd L'y Henry ~dWCS, r\~::.-::lan at. CC.1ft d:-.d r:-.ù!ll~ tutor to the 

~ Peter Men..!c5, "App~r:dlX" t.:: C.:::",.us 1:: J;)h:: Ml:tcn, Odes, 
~.'.\::<t,'~ Masques (Ca:r.br:..dge, :~-;~), p :6E. 

:C A p.:-:..nt r:-~de ci' Stephe:-. :Orge: lr. :Ohe :::":5:..on of Powe1., p. 52. 
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chlldren of the arlstocratic Egerton famlly, to wrltv the text for ~ 

masque t.o be produccd at the fa-r.lly seat, Ludlow Castle, ln lb3.;. H~ 

was then twenty-slx and unkn~wn. attrdcted, 

guaranteed dudlence for thlS p~)tentlal worJ-.. dnJ by the opportlllllty II) 

co::,aborllte w~t.h dr-. d:::.::orr,p:lshe-.! r:m:uc:'ar., 

conventlon lf. partlcu!ar W0U:J :-. ..lve been dnathema tu Mlltc,n--tlfld .. 'lCp-

table for reaS0ns :Jf bct[. po::t ~::'l dfld terr.pctdmcn~ 

:1', :"awes :wgge~ted tl-.c C .. rcc rrytt'I te r.lm as the sUlile..:t ~LI Ill\' 1.\'W 

U-.e famA.ly, 

cc ....... , ..... .5, , ... c ..... ·e:., r.d:' r.ct:.:: . .J ..... L~ '''' ft w~~:. 

~e:;pe Restorec :: .• 1' .3 • :.t" ·:tlp .. l!~ y • t ,(" ,. .... :s! .. ~ t· : :; .. ,1 J' 

:eplaccd ~l .. • !. tl .. J 

! • 

a:.! ·t'~ .. r..l, 

• '1 d · ... lq.:.·y 11:. 

p r c:r ..:..!! CUl t Y wh .. cr. :. S .. i ~)" .. .:l"-.. :1 ~ : !, !lit • , : ,t' ~ "_ : •• ~ ! • r ."~ 

; : 

: i' ... -: :i:- ........ d' 

• '3 

---------- -- ----- -

;ohr. 

~. :: 3. 

. . .. 

~ . 
1f'II •• ll 

: " 'j 

• 1.1l:-

• f ~: .. i -,' ,J-

f '\i.l .... : 

f. ~ ! rl: y, " . 

.~ .. t1 , rJ' 

""+1-":' !. Y., •• 
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~ruCldl moment and leave the p\"'r~ty of hl!) young :"ady protagoni3t 

lr.3ufficlently chd~lenged. Cc~us, hlS male Clrce, co~blr.es the inde-

filtlqable appet:..tes 0f h:.s fatr.er, Bacchus, w.l.th h:..s li\other's 

"Huch !l~e hlS father, out hlS mcther wore" 

(; '.,7), tH! 13 ~rne tt.ar. a ~.dt':: fer tr.e haples3 yO.Jng L,;dy. 

Be!:'}re ~ll tcn 

.Csc~rc ctarac:er 

: f ....... i" F .. ed5UIC Reco:--.c!.:ed ~c' \':'tt.;e~:~ ----------- --- Wr.y, 

!:gure CI! C:rce. 

. ., 
• ~ ... r 

:;, A MdS~tI s. -----

\1.: ... .::. M!.:t.0:.'~ w~ • ..::le ~r.ver ... ~~_!. ~ Vt!S" :..:~ ÇC!'!i..l!3 a •. c t.:-.at. ur"e r.a3 

:..l ... .:}ht dr.,-l ,ieère:.f~d e\.~e=y .. ~~-, __ ::~.1::t p::ase :! 't..!"',e .s:o.}n:f:cdr . .:c st'.e haj 
t :;::lC ft 

:4 ::-.c Egè.t~':L far..:':'y "..: ...... ~ ::~l-.~è cet!~ ex..::ecj:;-~g_y d:~X:::~~ t~ 

d~~lj al! appcdra~~e 2! ~~dnid:. Slnce t~ey were :e.dteJ te t~e 
: .:1:1' .... y cf :"'~r .. l ..... ds::er~dver~, .~ ..... :.aJ =ecp,r.:ly teel: exe(;~tt!è ::or 
..... 1: ':,-U3 !5èXUd! ":-=':'~è3. :-~e "::as::er.aVè:-. Cd!!\! loôd3 a 7'.i:l]O!' s.:;anda! of 
::c t!dr:y :632'~. -:h!'lst.::phe:- 'il::, M:.::.::r. an~ ':'oe Er.gl:sh Revolu-

.. ~ ... ~, 
- • 1 , 

. ~ .. -. . .-
... ... 1... 



rnyth, with lt!l at ë: ra ct l ve pot('n~ 1<11 f 01 tempt.'it lon !'cene!l, dvai lablt-

for Milton'!l explorat:o.on. The ::hange vi !lex 0! the Cl r.:e f 19u1e Il\dy 

and protect lon. ! t put a womar., not a. man, ln the vu lncrable 

p031tlon. Not unt 11 almost th: ee decades hdd gone by and lH.- .... d:l 

express ln po~t ry the consequefl,':"3 ,-,t cl t ull y ~eXUd l wOIr.an':l d:J:.l,wl t 

.. pon a V.lrtuou3 man' 3 resolvc. 

r.:;t. d fOl~e Ml':'t.:.r ... a~SC::':d· .... e~ ~ .... )., c:.v;..! ... ~e(i r .. .....!mdf. ~.~ • ..! 

"'_t.l' !....,;.: . .Jt UI ... r. 1 ucnu 'i' 

.:..r. Whlch ~c ger. :'03~, t.Ct. tr.J ~ '" ,ri 

(1, ... :.'! 

: • 'JI' ) . ' 

... '" ".1. n ..... tJ : ~, .. : l': _ ! 
J r.'~ 

g :a:33 

da,.:€, . 

Who ~:-. t.r,e:.:. :-.:~t~:y Wd~-::6~ ...... 3r .. r .. ':~:-t.!, 
~d.d ~:. !5w:..f-: :(.~:~~ ::-lt! - ... P. :.3 d: . ..! Y'~dr·~. 

,., .. , .... t!:, .. , 

1 

J 



The so ... r.d!l, and eeas wlth d lJ thel:: flnny drove 
Now to ~h€: moco in waverlr.? mOr.l3 rf,ove, 

And on the tawoy !lands and stlelves, 

Trip the pen f,H::"~3 and :.he dapper cIves; 
By dirr.pled brc 010:. a~d fou:-.~ cl ln-br lm, 
The w00d-:-.ym~:-.s Jec,.;(!:) \Oé:-. dcll!lJ.éS trlm, 
7heir merry WdKe,> arci pa!l:.:"1e!l keep. 
What r .. at:. r,lgr.:: te :j~ W!t~, ~:eep? 

Nlght. t.:nr. b(':':'er !lweet!l !:...: prove, 

'/ent.:!3 r.~J" ,;dke3, dnd "'alter.'i :'01.'1:: l'::. 11:-124) 

Tr.~·3e ln:ûs :.drdJ.y sc~nd : ~,.;e t::è utterance of cl rapaC10l\S brute. 

!r...l·ll,~ 0f tr.c :Jphcrcs. :c ::llSml33 the d.::-.;::;;!::;1 Comus dOC hl!! fol-

243 

3u:ause gersuc~s~ess !S ~0[e 

Brotb~:'r 

Cn:'y :':--. tr~~ : :.nes abC:üt 

.. ':'Fi!::' 3 ep:.':_g~è ~::c p!" ... ·I·~t.;' 

-----------------------------------------



allude to ~exudl l~f~ of any Klnd_ In 1634 ne ~eoei1\3 t.) have t-et31l 

fl.lrting with the idea cf celli:::a:::y 35 the ooly pdth ta Vlrtuo: the 

attl.tude towarda 3exuallt.y ln IT'.àrrlaqe whlctl he eXpre5!H.>3 il. the 

"Hal.l wedded Love" paoegyr!;:: !:'. P<H~~13e L~3t was at 111 decado3 ilway. 

Tndt when cl 50ù: 1!3 !.ClUr..:l slr..C:è'!\.oly ~.l .. Jt 

A tho~5dnd J1V~[led ange:~ _dckey h~r 

~_ )...~ fi' :5 ...... '~... t.; :J !l Cp' ~ ~ ":'! , 

\:~ 43.; .. ~t'4, ~SJ.1-4t,:~ 

t! ..... 

, . 

'1e:: :..l.ernent lt ~$ lI:;" ~, 

t u 
~z :-:.: .. .:tg 1, :." t _ .... 

The :"ady, wne. ~.il5 .'.~. ï ~. 

(1:;· Il'~ .. ~.f" 

If. r.f'" ':1"Ll'Je t1!. ! 

ser~Q'.lS doct:::r.e c~ \:~rg.r.:tïn 1 ... 



Beauty i~ fl.lture' ~ celon, Must not be noarded, 
Bet mu~t be current, and th~ good thereof 
çon~i~t3 ln mutual and par:dk~n bli3~, 
Unsavoury ln th~ er.~oymP"·' of .. tself. (11 738-7H) 

::O!TlU~'S verba: G:::.l:'lan::e:Tlay dellght the redder, but lt leaves her 

~nr:lov~d and tt;e 'jeC'ate beco:1",es <1 'italem.ate. Before Cr;rr.us ha!! 
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:::uco~r~e to rape, n~r two croth~r3 b~rst ln, brandlshlng swords and a 

ITi.d<jlcal herb Wfll(r. t~~> Attenda:o: Sp~:::lt has glver. them. Haerr.~r.y, 

\ltne) ônd tilt..:' carr.:e.3 Cl :hr~:'j~_ ... .r!r-. 2Gf .. notat.:c.:-l, lS Ml..!.t.cn'g "Jer~lon 

:!.t.: ';I .. J~'io .. L .. 

. ~:. l ~:(1 .... 5e ... ,'-.t!! 

... 
~'l"\' •• He::: a.': lél.a t .::.. C!1 



delicate and lovely ca:"l, Sab::,lnd, the nympr. o( the u,ver Severn, 

COlne3 forth. Who c,).!ld !ail to respond to Il !Jong !"-lch il!! thjs? 

Sabrlna fair 
Li3ten ~~ere tnou art ~lltlnq 

Under the glas::3Y, cool, ~:"an51ûcent W3ve, 

In tWlsted b:ald~ of llllC::3 ~~lftlng 

The lo()s~ t.riun o! thy arr.ber-drcpplng hair, 
!.l-slen for deat hcnour':3 'Jalte, 
Godde!'s of tne !31~Ver laKe, 

l..i:lu:n and ::lave. 

Beneath lt::l lyr:':::lSr:ï ana refl:1ement, the :Jong draw!J '..lpOIl lfY\age3 cf 

ha:r and water WhlC~ are ofte~ Jrchetypally dS9ÛC13l0d wlth tOltl1ily 

,,;hlCh corne3 f! "JIT. b~::Jw 1 :iot at. ~ J~!. ! S 

( .. J i j - '~ 1 t, ) 

--------------

1~ T!"'.e fil:::::' ~r,d~ SdDr:":-.d :: ,.,:-..e5 ~;... !ot:-.t:I ..... !.dr. ".l0W!, ... ~ !""J.!C.t.af.-

l.cally as wel: as !lyr.t.c'::c:a::y ::-p:.r·_dr.~ ~~ l'eq,l.:.:..,·j ':Aot.rar.'.:r,r . ., 

rtlur.:n sl.tr' .. pler ar-.d :e3~ (;C3t:y "'_:.ar. ~:."".~é, !(.,!: ;'{,!l~d!.:;(!, .if. ~~l'-= 

Restored. 



paradise ... .1p ln the broad t.:.elds of ttle sky." 

you tû0 can fol10w ;.f yeu 

Love v trtue, 3ne aione ;.s f ree, 
She Cdn teach ye ho..., to cl:..r.\b 
Hlghe:: thao the sphe=y chl.me. (11. 1018-10201 

S.l.O--:C thf;! whule c,):'lceptual frame..,orK of tr.e play suqgest5 chat. 

247 

repreSSlcn lS the t-etter part c! vi nue, this advice ;.s less appeal-

log thar. :.t seems. The Sp!.rn' s message really :'5 that you toc can 

tol:0w lf ,/ou deoy a targe part of your own nat:.ure. 

Vihen Mlltu[j p:::epared the scrlpt cf f2~5 fC'r publication three 

yed!'"S after the i:".dsque' 5 performance, he mdy have belatE'dly .. :..sh<.:>d to 

tlr:d :Jome rec.:cnc:.l:atlc.n betwe ... r. the forces of nature and ::ep=esslon. 

He ..tdded a passage te- the ep.:.lcq:..le Iol:lCh locate5 the Ga:::den of Adon':':;J 

('~ edch 'J":.her, 3c:i :r. Spe:-'\5c~1 ~:-..... s AjO:1:'s recovers frc:t'I. h13 waunds ln 

!:l~.lr:ù)e!" ... h::e Ven"s watcr. • .!'s ;:'liiC:.y o'Je~ hlm). Perhaps Dy then Milton 

r 19 ld d:'.é :'ookeè ~o Spenser, 

Spe~ser's qarden, noweve=, J..s :'ocated 

sex\.!a':' 

Ild~ urt.! :-'l~:'_,m' 5 qdrJen ':'5 ':':-. s.;",.e :::a:!scendent Ncverne .. 'er-land where 

l'dt--':es '*Fpedr, :~ke CUpl.:i and ?:3yche's :w:n5, O.Jt cf thClt mother'3 

nf~~r unspottèd !:.:..de."ll The re:erE!i . .:e t...:: the Garder. cf hdor.1S ln 

17 I~ d wei: k.n0~n ilrt~c:e, "'":h".! Actlon cf CCI"nus,~· L_ !-! .. W. 

T:llyafc argues :~.at ~ü:tO:1'S te:dted reference t.o toe Gardel: of 
,\.:1":::1:3 dce~ pr0vlde an effectl'.·e res-:::ut.:.on t0 t.he masque''! debate. 
He 001és thù-c "th", Attendant SFl r:.: by :r-.entlor.lng t.he Garder. of 
id..:::;:.s, the Vèty wor)...sr.op .-:lf r.d:~::e, glves the solutlon. This ga.::den 



1 
Comu~ ia an adornment which re .... ea 1.3 the yOl.:!'\g Ml.lton' s unt!/uiness 

about the place ot sexudll.ty if. hü, poems Ct ln llfe. 

Thirty-odd yeats and three marnages latec, Mllton scc\lLeiy 

locates hi~ alchetypal garden on earth and tdentl.fl.~:S it a9 the Ion::) 

of both pleasure and d; 3aster. 

of the tcmpt.er's sex, '1or dOf!:3 Xl..lton !Jhy aWdy from ln\dÇl\nlng .'!r. 

erot::..caU.y per3uaslve WOIniln, '1'0 what ext.ent docs Mllton':l chdrac·· 

terizallon of this \::totlC Eve draw up0n the allegoClcal Î: [c.e ~o 

faml.llar t.o his tl..me: The an3wer 13 not. muC'h--untll 3he bites the 

apple. 

Untl! the serpent appearz .:-: Eden, Ml.~tO!l' 3 ~VlJ ~:J t!:e m.::'d'Jl 

pat.:r ::..archal wcman. With Il tt.:e ~el15e of. !"ler ')wn power, she h.l!l 

lit.tle ln C::lr'"JT\on Wl.tD Hcmer's CJ->,ide33, ":';vld's queen Qi IJst, Id tI.t! 

arch-w:.tch of the Renals3ance ri·er nd! l. .... :.ty scel1t> Hl 1300k IV very 

her but ::'lhe itl lured awal' f ror.1 ::: by the pron0~r.c~m\:\lt s (·t d dl '11_':1.-

bodied voloce WhlCh t~lJs ~.er l~ ftl..: .ea'J her :'lJ "hee .... ..;3(' l;r . ..,qe 

has all tr.e bount.)" de:;cr u: .. ed bï -::'_:t'-.lS .. ::.d il 1" ·_r.(~ '_'Al'.'; i • t.WI'3 "r,d 

order inslsted on :;.y the Lady." See ~.Ji~_~~c _~~ ~J_~~"w, p. " 1. 
believe T:llY,lld'!3 argum~:--.t :!. -;'.:[1 fr<\q_:f! le r';3..J:1t.; .': r .. 'Jerlc,rA·'j til': 

locdtlcn of M!ltc,,,' s garo(:!,. 

le ThloS !:cene ar.'i 5é'Jerd~ ::,'_"et5 ::--. ?drad~3~_!~.,,~t Ld'J'! t)t:'.![. 'I\!Iï 

insl.ghtfully ana:'yzed ty ''::.r':'5t.:.~.e Frc,I\ ... ld 1:1 "(,1tH::r. Eve !-eiJ/b r-!.:.lt'Jrl 
Undoinq the Canon::..c.al Eccnorr,y," C"rl_tl(,d! Inqul::y, 1(, Il';&;), J21-j·1ï. 
!-!uch of my discuss::..or. of PL 15 :ndebt(!(l te. FroJla 
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She tnen tells Adam at leng~n about her transformation 

t! vIT. ,lf~wborn ~nnocent to 3ubm:..ss:ve wOlTliln: 

wh .. t could ! do, 
But !oll~v 3tra:..ght, i~V:"9l~!y t~'Js led? 
':.,.11 1 e!lpl'a thee, fa:r ::-.dee>d and tal!, 
Ur.der d Plata:-., ye:. mE>t~.~ ~gr:t :.. • .:55 tair, 
~esg wlnn1~g sç!t, :CSq ar:ably ~11d, 
Tha~ t~a':. smc~t~ ~at'ry :rrage' ba:~ : turn'd, 
7hou fUl1cwlng crld'st alcJd, Returr f~ir Eve, 
Wr,ç,m fl.i'5t lhl)~-! Who". U'J.: ~!:.'s't, of h.l.lT. thOèl art., 
Hu~ fl'!5~., hl:; t,orle; te. g.ve thee b(!.:.ng : lent 

Out of l't)' s~je t0 thee, r.edrC'3t mi' heart 
SubstanL'a: L:(e. ~w have t~ee hy my slde 
lh;~nc€'fort.t-. ar. lnljlvlduà: sC.ace OCéH; 
['dl\:' ot r.ly !lo,.l: ~ 3f::e=it.. t.r.ec, d:l.M tLeû c~a!.rri 

My othee t'.cd!: rilÜ. tha: t.r,y gentle hand 
Sall'd m:ne, J yle:d€'J, arJ f!.0F. trl,H. tl.me see 
How bed~ty 19 exç~!l'a by mdnly gtace 
Anlj wl:Jd:..cF., wrl·.::h a:orH~':'!o lruly f~lt. (:\'.475-491) 

Her sutl'lissl.ol": 

t\.. h.ln.1 Spç· ... ~:.ddry, lt lr.\·ol· .. :e~ il s'-ppcess!.of'. of t.he :lrst lmpulst? 

"o~he:. t.alf " Eve f:~a:ly yl.elj~ le the force of Aca~'s desl.re for 

O::ce sne 

She lS a q'..:::::.: study; it doesr.'t talct! her lOl'-1 t.o 

:edrn app:opr:ate behdv.ors !~r the :ow hlerarchlcal pü3l~l.On which 

!::aw:..r .. g breat!"" .. 

- -. -------_.--- ------

19 John Ml:-.0."., Paradl~~,'st, e.:i. />Ierr:t':. 'f. Hughes (New York, 
:4/);:'\; 1\'.472. 



Milt.cn' 5 U5e of the pool !:nage J.n t.h15 passage ::hJggC5t3 th,)! 

Eve' 5 original 5elt-.jellght 13 narC'lS!UStl..:: and tli.lt. sho duc!! woll t t) 

leave H. behin.::L -:Ohe image, h0w\J'ver. also h113 other- d550clat 10n5 n,>l 

cued or J.ntended t:y M:..l ton. 

l.2, when dar~nC3:; "-3 ..lpor~ t:-Je ~ .Ice ,! the dct:>i' 

rr.aterlai element. :n that Credt :''::::1 my~ h. 

:.~ II 

.• .:.:: ~_ ! t,! d· :. ..... .. ! ("1 • f :~ d • ... ! .1.1 i' 

r • 
" .... [ •• : • f :., 

:rj,.!: ._ J '): /tj !_ .. r~t .• 

p:-;wer. 

20 Sée N:.e. .... ry -lé ?:..ef.::(.,~::·_. ~\:J'~_~C_l·:..w~_.!. __ I~ __ ~_:":ï (:;~~W {'-,!II. ( 

19 1 4) 1 p. 37. Xer!:..r. St.er.C' 'i :::.âtJ~er :.:. ··'Jr.Td·J~ ... • f.g ~!.(: Hy~!. '",~ htjdrr. 

ilnd Eve" !.n !i.È.~ ... ~~~d Wa~ _~_~~_ù~ ~:j"'-, ·_r.;Sce~ dn: .jr __ :: .. :-,,"(!r.t.3 .~: •• ~ "_w~~·~<r, 

w:11ch the pat::..a:cha .. he!Jrew~ 1d.·/~ ~~ t;1 r'J!..:f. ,. ..... r.h:r ~y.!. 
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pdtIlarcha;' WC5t.err. cl.:!t:\.re. ':':--.e Blb: lCa! Judg:ment pronc ... r.ced upon 

Eve, that her de3lrCS wc\.id iJe S;.lCOrdlnate to het hUlSband' sand that. 

r.C wou!d rul~ 0ver her, has bee .. eChOlf"ig for: over two Inllleno13. 

lr.~{Jrr"i1.l.ze3 he:: ~r.fer:.:;r /-,o!J':'':.:'vn, !ir.du:g Adam's :r.ar.ly grace and 

She spa::ee herself much 

He:: 5~:f-assess~en~ agrees w.l.th 

(V:~: 50-5'75) ar.d :::;cd's (X.H5-

::."':C::f.!ct..-.cl: ~:.:t.::."':~~.l df.l :.c.: .... :.:~'::-.C!;3:.::.. ge"le!!' .. 

...... .. , 

('." . .; t ;) 

~l::e L.:.gt.t.!r 

, . , .. 

F.~ rad.:.!!\: :'03:: ---- ._-----

"Reas::.r. 

ascent. 

. ~. 
"'~"I .. :-• .:.gt'.er 

.:. ts 

.:. adde:: 

a c __ orr:-.;;;' da t e 

;:: 1 'en 35 :-.t: descr.:.bes n.';: poss:.b.l.:.:.ty 0: r..en e'.·entual':'y 
t\~'::..):;I:"" 1 ~ngel:} as !.he!r tojle!1 ul..:p ~.:: .sp:..r:..t wùr~, Il Raphde! very 
l'è,3t;tltul:y ~~es cl !"'.€tap!'::.:-r draw:-: :ro!':". t.he low:y, vege~ab:e .·orld ta 
l...iè.3 ...... :-1bè t!";..:.s fl!J='"~~5:"':::--' ar.~ ~:~:.:..:'dlng, \f.4ï9·-';9:. 



unt..:.l the serpent':3 !ldttery ar.c ner 0wn de3lr~ tOI kr.0wled~e and 

power tJraw J,t out.. 

cer.tury c"lture. 

cl w0md~.':J 

r:.ght to cwn pr(,perty dtr\.opt:y -=,-'d'lt~d; d3 tr.e :"dwes ke:-;,- ~ut 

-l Er,q,d:. 

:".i ." 

• t. O• l 

., • : .. '1 .... t,.! :- •• .... 1'·! J 1:'" .... < , 1..' 

. "'1t _ • 

s:r.:' _ •. . ........ !.':c ! (~ _~ t.!' .. .' t' 1 • t .. 

.. ~·dr:t~~ J~r .. :.; ~ ... . , 

O' ... ~ :-.Ow dwt.h0r.td~ ... a;" 'Pa~.r:drc: .. 1. :a~! ... ï .:3' ... rJ":" 111,:'1 

=t!:-.~Jry Er.~:dr.1 ~t:!r.!r)r::t.!": a ... t.: ... : .. ~.j: .. d:-~ rJ'-,:,,'4-~d: li· 

.. .. ~ 

. , 

. 
" 

, t.I 1. ft 

.. .;-r,. . ,.~ -

J': .. tu I. l' ..... ..! ~.' !.-
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tO ..... yr:a~.r.y, extend :'0 

re'l13'1:ance te.. j(.rrof"~t~::: tyrd'.:-.y. 1,er o::..d h1.3 ad'Jocac:y of edllcatlcnal 

1 •• 3 tlrr.e 

ild!dlj'!'!3~ :.O!Jt 
- ---- ---~---~-~ 

h.:X ...... l ... :~'i !: 

.3:, 

.. 
~ .. ~ .. 

!'"".dr.y "'d ys, 

_!5.sa.t:- ... :.d'J 

: :.c · .. e:- y ! .. !- S:' 1 

.\ J';: c!'!l •• :"'. 

1\' .~ ; : t ~ :. ~ : :. .... ~; ... t:.! t...j ~' ..... :"_ 

' .. 

.; 

, . 
1.., 

,; 

. ] 

.... ! . ..: 

.... ~ .. )o.. .... :. ..... i ~ .... MI .. \ :' 

~: .... \rt ... r.~ 

-. 

At.ead 

3he 

as te!:~s ::-!'".é ex-

:-.e::: 

:.: 5 

::':::.g da 

anct!".e:- 1 5 a rrr...:s, ft 

b:>tr. rep~=~ that ~l:t~:". 

e::c"gh. f ~ ~ ar.y WC~.dr •• " 



t.hey share "bl:.:ss or. b:lSS" , :--00, ::>:16). 

"founded ln Re"-!5or. 1fII "nd the 3.:.~::ce c~ al: "I"e14tlo:~!j deal'" (IV 1~~.-

ï57) . Nevertheles:<, Rapr.ael ! ::-.Js :~ nccc!S:sa::y t" !.n~Jt:uct Acl.un 

::dUSCS 

the dlftt:.'rencc betwee:. 

a , , 
'- . Jes:er.· .. } 

.H,' 

::.-r:::.t=-er h.:..erarc:.:2d ... !t..!_d~. :.~,;" .. i 

l', 

l. he 

Ch..'ll', • ". 

; ...... f:: !.e: 

.1 :. ~. _ r;" '} .. t.:: - _. t~'- i ' 'd: ...... '/ - - : 

a:.:l refers 

.... 0" ~ • r"_ 
__ .J .......... ~ 

.! t.;::... 

,.' :: .. 
" . 

... i' .... :" 1:' .t., 

:_ d : .. ...... : .. : ';1 

~,: .j -- :; !. ._: ,*: • t~ ... !, 

::: il •• .. -
: .'~ 1 :' 

'. 

~.. _ 1" . ! , 

:1: .cl 

: J .... 3 !'".;:, ft ':. ..... ! t.: r 

... , 

.. 

'." 

•• 1 

"' . " '.'; 

,1 

.1: ' 
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t.Cf lll'.age H. U·.C pcol, ~hç, fee:" the aff::.nlty cet;teen her cwn 

• ~~r.!.e0 ... !lr.es.., ar.d the garder.':;, .Ir.o 15 awart> 0: tr . ., e!:ect her heauty 

I~ .. _. .. , 

.. : t! 

Actarr 

. . 
h • 

:wa: .3 l'.er 

•• ','€3 : .... *;'':: 

:ü:-.l:!:'S<.! :':3: --- --------~-

d·~!.d:':~.d_ ' .• erar:::: .• 05 

. ), 

(l':'lerely hl.nt.ed 

EvE" 5 

s~ake a~d t.he tree--

Cretàn a~d Near Eastern art, 

ray3 

~r. 'l ~r'., 

:--.er 

.g .. :-.~ -

" ...... ~ ... _."'" . 

- .. 

rathe :: 

d 5e~se 

.5 a .. .-.3._ 

a 

the 



-- ----- --------- -------------------------------...., 

~r. the broad f:eld3 

trIe Fall, however, ~lltcr. ha!! re:.rr.posed lr. al: thell strl'ngU: Uw 

h:erarch:e3 WhlCh r.c see::-.ed tel""p rar.ly te !!uspcn,l 

.:.r.ward .std~e 

Ar.c :~:: ~: ?ea:e, :-,-'_ ~ !"1 ' .. dl.! ~ ..... !""!.~:.!* .• 
Fer :... .. :'.ce: ~:a:-. 'J.:r.g :- _: 1 J . d :.! ~:-.• ": ''; ... :. 

70 se::s ..... al ;;FF-e~~!..t·, w!,~ !: 7. Le:.t:!d.t:. 
:';s\..::~.:..r.g "",:e= s~vra~ .. fleas~<r : .... d.-' j 

::-.... 3 • ~ ...... 

r .. .; .::it.,: 

: ..... ~d' 

~llt(n 

: ;'::, 1 f', 

1.,.1: .. .. f" ',:.~ , 

(1· ~ f': -

.. , ... ~ .. - " 

1.. :l 
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0wn t.er:r~, represer.ts tt.e power Ji tt.e :'0101 over the high; her:self 

"ü.' lnfer1.or, ~r. t.ne rllr,d an..! ~;.ward Facultles" (VIll. 540-541), she 

er.-.!..r'jfjlE!!! tr:.e dcwnward p ... .:.: ~oward5 rrtÇtr~allt)r, sexuallty, earth. 

::-1 Ada!"".'.3 te:q:,·.dtlcr. see:.\: ~:.:t.ür. expreS3es tne pcwer of th':'s 

t3 .... :e9-!:j·.j 

e ~ r 

T ~S j ..... 1:. _ e i' :l 

w. t:. :.!_t:, 

:- .. ~,.' 

~. 
, . 

• • -.1' • 

'\' , 3 .... : '11: ... ·:e 

" i! , i! e-,: = , 

• <. • e ~ . 

~a5 ev~: ~eer expres,e~. 

.. :-.tdr:::s~ed ty :::rce' 5 darK 

' .. .: 

:: •• y 

:~a~ p:wer ce:'cngs 

. "-

. ~~ 
"" ~ .. , 

- { 

:- e: d:' :. ~~·c : ". 

:'f 7r.t! t:èi.:t.e:·.~ 1 .Je ... : - ..... :-5~:.. ::":.e.:l AG.~::' !"t"fe!"s ..... ..!ea~!". ilS u::: è 

,;,,~c -. :!:c·' ::. X:: S-;: 

!-~ • .: ::d:: t.~ .. ~r. t a~j :~e S2r=er:.es .ç S:.~. - --~----- ----------- -----
:'~ve t:.e ~red~~s~ 

A:: qwcta~~ons ~~~: be 
Er.~:-.d: ... trr~:-: .. ~r :r.e Scrcerles (If S!!"""i :'he 
t:.ar.!'. :-t!:-.;.~ ~~cCt1=~:-.y l:",):-.don, :86:), 

------- ._--
.. t: .. 



----------~------------------------... 

much a~ Caldertn'5 opulent ~en5e of the Bar~que and h15 wldu acqUGln-

tance wlth anc!ent and RenalSSdnce Ilterature; the allegoclcal ~utv, 

however, u5e~ the tenet3 vi il c.::-!'.sen:atlve Chr15tlanHy tù prut>.! 

CalJerbn' ~ ,lut,) 

!Ihort of drama'::lzlng the tale .15 ar; ideo:..:.g;ca: 3tr:;qqle betwe(~r. tilt.." 

forces cf llze and death 

t'e 

- . :--.:09. ~rt'a" .... ::.J, 

'.d·;e t· • • " .... _,,: ... ~..:_ ,,' . :.'-

" 

er.car.~.:: , 

::: ... ~.:r'.a~ej h" ," r. i' 

.. 1~ \ 't·· ' . 

" • ~. f . . 
! :. ;:.- ... ..!d!.. .&' ,-= .... .... 

tUCJ3 beauty, ,:.f· 

:.: :-.er 



1/ 

1.: . ,. ...;':.-: 

.......... 5~ 

: .t' : t:· 1.. .. l' J ll: ' , 

-. 

------------~ry,------~-------------------

~o plan~s and ~rees. However, 

(cecause he carr~es a 

:cr-.!::c~:..ng 

'"" "... .... ,. ~,... f.-
..... -- ........... - '-

:dSS,-,'!} 

Act ... .: :es' 

: . .:.. s ...,aï· 

. -, 

:"ove 

cr lde 

c:.:.: :.gat. :"0:'. 

Wf1dp..)r.,g 

259 
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have longed to do: sneak d.ay ~! ~rn the !Jeduct! ve w.o:n..an '" l t h0ut àny 

:!.nal !'cene fa~ewe:! :.rce, 

:::ep·_:-., 

','d. :..e 

r.e 

her .:: .. r. p.llace 

. , .. '-: 

=--:,,3 er.~a!" .. ::' j :!e ------------------
!'t!:d3t;.. "': ::.é 

:ec::: ;'.3te: .. c';' 

: .::.nger 

,IWd]' 

. " 

., . . ~ 

.. - : .'.: 

. ,~ 

" 

The 

• . .i:':l ,- "'f! r ) 

, . 
.. .. t; 

,,/ =-f~:.(t7tC""l ":t.'f: !~â:<t· (t .... ·ir ... r.J,;!(!J (1:. 

(,1: ~ j 

~<I·-;~··-·I 

-------1 
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the .'3oul.29 Ciree here reprasents lliuch more than JUst. !!exual l~~t: 

she 1:1 a f 19ure for all the edrt.h) y del~ght3 whiCÎ'l, Calderbn belle .... -

C~, cau"e humar. be:.ng:l to turn ~W'dy from the love of God towards ar. 

Mar.y c.! :he y:ay's 5cenes ::")rrespon::l tO t~.e!)e ln ~1 mayer 

~n_::anto, dmor and !üllow Homer :":-. pattern, lf not. l~ meanlng. Los 

r 13 ;;nde!':3tar.J:r.g (E_ Entena:.::-:e:-.tol and crewed by t.:'3 F:..ve Senses, 

No soone:::: are they 

'Co ..... " .. ,. .. .Jo., 1. ..... __ \.,00 .. '-

n<e :;.es:::::::..Des 

·.e:. 2! ::::aven:..ng rage." 

later ~3ed leped:eJ.y 

~ 9 .:. :-... '::--.à:-"::.., : .. ~' .. 'an, '~T!1e:T.e a:11..1 ~et dph~r :1..:1 tr.e !'~~2-~~':):t' la 1: 
,'à:,:kr~r.' s :';:.'~,-a:;t :'s . ..?-_~~ ;:_~ .. !n A.pprcache~ ta the Theat~r of 
~-,,~,"!t?!"6!;, e.! ~lchae:!). !-!::Gaha (Wash!ngr.~r., c.e., 1982), p. 191.. 



In thlS play Irl~ wlth hel ~~vlnq flaw~r~ i3 identifl~d ~3 

Penance. She app~drs when the ,·tan, on his way ta Ciree' s palace. 

prays for forg~veness for hlS fa~lure ta superV!S8 hlS own ~on5e5. 

The touquet !5hl"\ drops :"3 "a11 dapp1ed o'er w:..th vlrlU8!' trom the 

11fe-blcc>d ?f 3 lar..b" (f§., p. :;:,;. Il proteclS UJys~es trom C1ICC'5 

bre., but not frcffi her pers~na: 3ttractlveneS3. 

!,eac!y range of he::- pC'ders. 

~nou w:..:t ~ee m~ dee~ [~~Cd=C~~S.-

Thc~ ~y wo~ders ~l!~ eXdrr:~e. 

Ali the 3~=r~ts ,)~ ~y s:;.e:1:::e 
t.-, '1 l "_ ..... (SS, p. 

:r.te~s l! :'~3 -, :: <~:-.'erf,··:r.:. 

cr~ 1 f:;.~gc'- :ha~ ... ,. -.,...4 : .. ~:.:~ ! ... #_ • 

. :;'r.d (.,..;: ~.;.; ~.i( :':.d~ ~!'.:" .. t J ... .3. h ... • :,~' 

w:..ns. 

OLe by one he <.il OP!! 

.. "'\ l-':.. ,,._,,,' f\ 
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h':.. t.he play':'I end 511'1' 5 palace 

Her po~ers are as notning 

C0m;:Jdred to thO!H' of Penance and of Chx: ist. 

T}','e :'0.J:..c.~_r: l~_~ ut S ln 13 the l dst al!ego1:1cal lnteq.lretation of 

Llf.t? the ar.c.:..en'.: S:c.:.:::s' C:rce, Calderbn' ~ Ija:; tne power to 

:! UbVê r t. r~asc:-. fvr 

• .. whcse sO.ll '10 re.:lSo:-. dwe: :'s" ('::;5, 

:.,1«- ':..h~ C.:.rCe ()f P..)rphy::y d::d the Neo-Plat.on13t.!3, hlS 5.:..n 

l'j :.r.e gc:id~s!} :f ~hl~ .. orla, r-resld.:..ng over a !t!al:-. cf appearances 

,,~J(t; the ::·,,'t) r: J:...:d~~-::-.rlsclar. :'\yt:. and of: Milton, s:-.e t.àS ~he p0wCl 

dt lle.::~ !ts t!ue, t rar.scer.dent t)o!r.e. 

Cc11::l.~::on' s allegcry, ur:li<e ri.dny of Spenser' s, ~s r:d .... ::..essly 

a::;:l sac-ra:::.ents of 

Ca lde: tr . .:.. s r.eaven-be:;: 

!t.:')è..:'tl. .... g ~he - .. €a!":~:.y, bC:::1.:..ly ex.:.. stenC'e . He 

~ .. :.~s :-.t:' :Iphys.:..:::al s:::r.e:"e cf t!-. .:..r.gs, tr.e r.~,r:'.3r: 

------ -- -------

~'d~,l~lDr: .je 1,1 Bd!2d," FL"'\'!S ::lè p.:ay .... r.!.gr.t'::; Jttlt'.l.J.es r:::ward!l 

d'ulhùrltj' .1:Li L:.:' de5pa:.r ab.::_~ eart!-:ly 11ft!. He bel~eve!l ":!1.:lt 

tf':.l:d\!r:.r.' s p:~'1y::.. :,ü\,."'::--~~::~ :- ..... :.:' an..! :.he ~;e~ :e3~arr4enl te an <2xtent 

See ~C' the ':'heatE:: 



fear of dedtn ;.s the :ncst ... al\.ldc:e tI31t ln ,Jt.f p~yche3, ior lt dN~ 

as a spur to p:.ety. 

To anyone: l ~hd:-:.ng Ca:'derbn's conservdtlve ttJIlJ ,': C'hll!it-

a delusion perpe~rated by 31e.g~:-of-falth. 

Rellglcn. lrr.p0~e!l e'1~') •. Y cr. evùryùr.~: .t:J ,)wr. 1"ltL ~ 
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that is really life." When asked what is really life, Bloom replies 

"Love ... l mean the opposite of hatred" (p. 331). His vision of 

historyas a saga of hatred and domination dovetails with Stephen's 

earlier statement that "history is a nightmare from which l am trying 

to awake." Bloom' s defense of love causes the brutes in the pub to 

mock him and question his masc . .llinity, but it stands out as one of 

the clear acts of cour3ge in the novel. In this episode Joyce is, l 

believe, questioning the norms of heroism and maleness which have 

prevailed for centuries. Both he and Bloom recognize that a history 

based on destruction and domination is not worth prolonging. 

It is important to know and remernber that Joyce considers Bloom 

the complete and good man, because otherwise we as readers can easily 

lose our bearings in the relativistic world of Ulysses. As a result 

of Joyce's ingenious and varied techniques of narration, we see both 

Bloom and Stephen from many points of view. Joyce himself is 

Proteus, transforming his voice and vision from the sniping of the 

anonymous narrator of "Cyclops" to the pulp romanticism of Gert y 

McDowell to the river roll of Molly. Each of these and other 

narrators communicates a pie~e of the truth, but we would be foolish 

to accept any single narrative voice in the novel as the bearer of 

the final truth about the characters. Relativity--and the ques

tioning, anti-authoritarian stance that relativity implies--are built 

into the very structuroa of Ulysses. 

Often the multiple narrational voices have the effect of com

plementing each other. In chapter after chdpter we see Bloorn' s moral 

excellence and Stephen's intellectual excellence displayed, even 
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though the narrator (the Thersites-like character, for example) may 

not appreciate what is displayed. Also in chapter after chapter, in 

fantasy if not in fa ct , we see an abundance of sexual behavior. 

Sexuality is one of the few givens jn Joyce' s relativistic world. 

It is appropriate, therefore, that the climax of the novel takes 

place in a brothel. The Ciree chapter, set in and on the streets 

outside of Bella Cohen' s establishment in Nighttown, is the most 

important of aIl to the plot, for in it Bloom and Stephen find each 

other. Bloom' s loss of a son is assuaged in this and the following 

chapters, for a few hours at least, by his caretaking of Stephen. 

And Stephen' s need for a spiritual father who will take his wellbeing 

to heart and who will model a more complete humanity is met br":'efly 

by Bloom. The first moment of union bet-..,een them takes place inside 

the brothel when they look into the hall mirror, surrounded by a 

hatrack, and jointly see the face of the antlered, cuckolded 

Shakespeare who has figured in Stephen' s theories but who is more 

appropriate to Bloom's experience. 

This moment of shared vision is not discussed by Bloom and 

Stephen, so i t is hardly a moment of communion. Only we as readers, 

we as audience for the dramatic script which is the Ciree chapter, 

know about it. "Ciree, Il as a surreal play within a novel, is 

artifice compounded and at two or three removes from verisimilitude. 

Joyce' s choice of the dramatic format for the chapter has the effect 

of giving him as playwright-director even greater freedoms than those 

he has assumed in previous par~s of the novel. No longer is he 

content with the dazzling, Protean changes of voice and perspective 
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which have accounted for much of the complexity and richness of 

Ulysses up ta this point. Now he tampers with the very givens of 

existence. Axiom One: language is a human prerogative, not acces-

sible to inanimate abjects. In "Ciree" a button, a cake of soap or 

whatever else Joyce wi Ils ta speak, speaks. Axiom Two: human beings 

are doomed ta carry their identities, somewhat shaped and battered by 

experience, from birth ta grave. In "Ciree" male can become female, 

human can become flying insect, the dead can rebecome the quick. 

Axiom Three: items from one character' s exclusive personal experience 

are not accessible to the memory of another. "Cj rce" funct ions as 

the memory-bank of the novel, wherein details of thoughts or events 

which occurred to one character can and do pop up in the speech or 

vision of another. Bloom' s beholding of the antlered Shakespeare of 

Stephen' s fullblown theory is a case in point. 

Joyce himself is the Ciree of "Ciree." As writer-director he 

pre-empts the maga' s magic, her ability ta change given forms at 

will. As on Aiaia, in "Ciree" anything can happen, and the episode' s 

atmosphere of vaudeville tinged with terror results from this fact. 

In this chapter Joyce, as Robert Newman has remarked, "seeks ta 

dissolve distinctions by collapsing Uly3ses into a memory where the 

laws of intellect are no longer operative . . the network of 

connections within Ulysses grows and becomes increasingly elaborate 

until we reaU ze that everything somehow connects with everything 

else."11 It would be foolish to regard Joyce's nominal Ciree, Bella 

11 Newman, "The Left-Handed Path of Ciree" in the James Joyce 
Quarterly, 23 (1986), 226. 
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Cohen, as the figure who presides over this vast network of pos-

sibility. She is merely one character in a script with others, on a 

par with Bloom, Stephen, and the dubiously young women who work for 

her. 

As the magua, Joyce pulls fantasies from his characters' 

unconscious like rabbits from a hat. They are complete, surprising, 

suddenly there in all their fullness. Bloom' s psyche provides most 

of the content for these fantastical dramas, and yet Bloom himself--

the chief actor within them--does not seem to be aware that they are 

taking place. The nineteen pages (455-468) during which Bloom 

progresses from Lord Mayor to Martyrdom fit neatly between two of 

Zoé's sentences as she goes on talking to him.12 Bloom would need an 

unconscious which worked at the speed of light in order to call up 

all these dynamic images within the requisite flash of time. And in 

order to learn from these elaborate masquerades, to profit from the 

psychic release which is taking place, he would seemingly have to be 

conscious of what is happening. Joyce as authorial wizard is doing 

nothing less than suspending the laws of psychodynamics which had 

been recently pioneered by Freud and Jung. Or rather, he is bringing 

to bear on these laws the Everyman concept, the literary trope in 

which one man's experience can stand for all of humanity's and all of 

humanity' scan become relevant to that one man' s . As already notl~d 

in the instance of Bloom's and Stephen's looking into the mirror and 

jointly seeing Shakespeare, in "Ciree" individual experiential 

12 This clarifying observation regarding space, time and text is 
Hugh Kenner' s in Ulysses (London, 1980), p. 120. 
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boundaries do not neeessarily hold. Nor, in Bloom's case, i5 it 

necessary for a charaeter to be conscious of the psychic release 

which is taking place in order for him to be freed by it. But more 

about that lateI. 

Within the "anything goes" atmosphere of "Ciree" the rigid 

proprieties of Irish Catholic culture regarding sexuality are 

predietably demolished to rubble. On Mecklenburg Street maidenheads 

go for ten shillings each (p. 433), one eornmodity among others in a 

nightmare world whieh exposes aIl that has been hidden or repressed. 

In "Ciree" characters' sexual feelings and fantasies are objectified, 

set out on the stage of the reader's mind to be seen for what they 

are. These feelings, Joyce believed, provide common human ground. 

About the time that he first began composing U~sses, he eommented on 

this eommonality in a letter to his brother Stanislaus: 

Anyway, my opinion is that if l put down a bueket into my 
own soul's weIl, sexual dep~rtment, l draw up Griffith's 
and Ibsen's and Skeffington's and Bernard Vaughan's and 
St. Aloysius's and Shelley's and Renan's water along with 
my own. And l am going to do that in my novel (inter alia) 
and plank the bucket down before the shades and substances 
above mentioned to see how they like it: and if t~ey don't 
like it l can' t help them. l am nauseated by their lying 
drivel about pure m~~ and pure women and spiritual love 
and love for ever: blatant lying in the face of truth.13 

In "Ciree" Joyce's lowering of the bucket into Bloom's psyche brings 

up a host of sexual impulses typical not just of Bloom but of turn-

of-the-century European culture. 

AIl of Bloom' s dramas in "Ciree" have a strong masoehistic 

element: he is advertised as a cuekold; pilloried for his social 

13 Joyce, Letters, ed. Richard Ellmann (New York, 1966), II, 
191-192 . 
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reform schemes; publicly diagnosed as lia finished example of the new 

womanly man" (p. 464); and--worst of all--ridden by the she-man 

Bello, who throws him on a flaming pyre when she finally tires of 

him. Male masochism was a phenom8~on not much written about or 

labelled before the late nineteenth century, when the sexologist 

Krafft-Ebing justified his naming of it after Leopold Sacher-Masoch, 

author of yenus in Furs, by claiming that before that novel was 

published in 1870 "this perversion . was quite unknown to the 

scientific world as such. "14 Joyce used Sacher-Masoch' s fiction as 

one of his sources for the Circe chapter and e-:en de::lcribes Mrs. 

Bellinghdm, one of the elegant society viragos who denounce Bloom at 

a mock-trial for his perversions, as "a Venus in furs" (p. 448). In 

Idols of Perversity Bram Dijkstra points out that male masochism was 

a logical consequence of the extreme and simplistic polarization of 

women that took place in the last half of the nineteenth century.15 

In a cultural climate which considered only evil, power-hungry women 

to be fully sexual, men interested in reciprocal sex would be willing 

to seek victimization. Bloom' s perversions of imagination are not so 

much his own as his time' s; they actually attest to his normality. 

They also provide the measure 0 - the cultural ::onditioning he has ta 

overcome within himself in order to see and accept Molly as she is 

and ta treat her well. 

Having made these general remarks about the chapter, l want now 

to focus on that moment when Bloom meets the nominal Circe of the 

14 Quoted by Dijkstra in Idols of Perversity, p. 393. 

15 Dijkstëa, Idols of Perversity, p. 393. 
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chapter, Bella Cohen, and on the dynamic scenes which follow. 

Joyce' s casting of this archetypal figure as whore sports with a 

centuries-old tradition--the motto over the 1621 Alciati emblem of 

Ciree had warned readers to "Beware of Prostitutes." But Joyce does 

not accept this tradition uncritically and he does not allow his hero 

to heed the Alciati motto. Bloom (ngages with Bella-Bello an 

thoroughly in imagination as Odysseus had engaged with the trans-

forming goddess in actuality. 

This Ciree is "a massive whoremistress" (p, 485), a formidably 

vulgar figure. She has kohl-rimmed, glitter ing "falcon" eyes: a 

detail which suggests Joyce' '3 awareness ùf the meaning of her name 

(see p. 20 above). In plac/:1 of the bowl of transforming brew and of 

her driver' s stick, she carries a bl ack horn fan which immediately 

springs into a life of its own. Thi s, in JoyCE" s version, is her 

instrument of power. The fan keeps tapping Bloom until he pays 

homage to its holder, hailing her as "powerful being" and declaring 

that he "enormously" desires her domination (p. 486). The fan 

demands that he kneel and lace Bella' s shoes. Bloom at once com-

plies, thus assuming the old Greek posture of surrender, the posture 

that Circe had assumed at her doorway with Odysseus. 

This sex reversaI shortly becomes an overt fact of the drama. 

Bella becomes Bello and Bloom becomes a female slave avidly partici-

pating in an orgy of humiliation, As he becomes female he also 

figuratively becomes a pig. She (or he) exclaims "Truffles 1" and 

Joyce' s stage direction at this point reads "with a piercing epilep-

tic cry she sinks on all fours, grunting, snuffling, rooting at hif, 
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feet" (p. 488). Perhaps these transformations or degradations would 

not have happened if Bloom had held on ta the patata he habitually 

carried in his pocket because it was h is grandmather' s preventative 

against disease. But when he entered the bordello he gave it to the 

whore who greeted him, Zoè, and he realizes too lat-'l that "1 should 

not have parted with my talisman" (pp. 486-4 17) .16 

IS the potato Joyce' s version of the Homeric moly? Superfi-

cially, yes. Joyce must have enjoyed inventing this homely equi-

valent of Homer' s mysterious plant. But the notiC'n of moly as a 

protective and beneficent influence Joyce, like the Homeric allegori-

cal commentators, took figuratively as weIl. He wrote to Budgen in 

1920, when he was working on the Ciree episode, that 

Moly is the gift of Hermes, god of public ways, and is 
the invisible influence (prayer, chance, agility, 
presence of mind, power of recuperation which saves in 
case of accident. This would cover immunity from 
syphilis--swine love). . . . In this special case his 
plant may be said to have many leaves, indifference due 
to masturbation, pessimism congenital, a sense of the 
ridiculous, sudden fastidiousness in sorne detail, 
experience .17 

To Joyce' s catalogue of B1oC'ra' s guardian influences l wou Id add two 

more: his love for Molly ~nd his feeling of responsibility towards 

Stephen. 

Once Bloom' s fantastical orgy of humiliation with Bello has 

begun, Joyce plays it through to its sacrificial end. Bello tells 

Bloom that "what you longed for has come to pass. Henceforth you are 

16 Zoè' s name, as Mary Davison poin,S.ed out, has a special 
significancei it is related to both ~'t{vJ'l (meaning "a living" or a 
"means of subsistence") andJ\D t:;~Otl (meaning "animal" or "creature") 

17 Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses, pp. 230-231. 
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unmanned and mine in earne5t, a thing under the yoke" (p. 490). He 

becomes a "wigged, singed, perfume-sprayed, ricepowdered'· whore: the 

person at the very bot tom of the nineteenth-century European power 

structure. After suffering various indignities, including having his 

pe1vic capacity measured, he finally submits ta d~ath on commando To 

find the ultimate hWlIiliation visited upon women, Joyce hacl ta go 

outside of European culture altogether. He (and Bello) transform 

Bloom at this point into a Hindu widow doomed to die on her husband' s 

pyre. Only when the suttee smoke rises does Bello finally disappear 

for good. 

Her place is immediately assumed by an ethereal nymph who takes 

forro out of the smoke. This is the nymph from the picture hanging 

above Bloom's and Molly's bed (a vantage point which she has found 

very bruising to her chaste sensibilities). "What have l not seen in 

that chamber?" she asks (p. 497). "What must my eyes look down on?" 

The timing of this pure nymph' s appearance is extremely significant, 

for it attests ta Joyce' s recognition that the impos3ibly pure woman 

and the voracious virago are interdependent, that they are two faces 

of the same sick cultural mentality. Whereas Bella-Bello inspired in 

Bloom a passion of self-mortification, this nymph evokes his feelings 

of sexual guilt. Bloom feels he has to apologize to her for his 

"soiled personal 1inen," and he confesses that he has been "a perfecL 

pig" (p. 497;. The more guilty Bloom becc.nes, the more removed and 

ethereal the nymph becomes, until she eventually garbs herself in the 

habit of a nun. 

At this point Bloom 15 rescued by complete happenstance, by the 
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popping of his trouser button. "Bip!" the but ton says, and it 

recalls him to the mnment and his senses--rather as Odysseus, 

immersed in the delights of Circe's palace, was suddenly recalled to 

a memory of Ithaca by the prompting of one of his men. Bloom remarks 

to the nun-nymph coldly, "you have broken the spell." He then asks 

her a question which someone should have asked St. Augustine in his 

later years, when he was intent on denouncing sexuality: "If there 

were only ethereal where would you aIl be, postulants and novices?" 

(p. 501) In desperation the nymph strikes at Bloom's loins with a 

poinard. He seizes her hand and she "flees from him unveiled, her 

plaster cast cracking, a cloud of stench escaping from the cracks." 

This stage direction l interpret as Joyce's comment on the r0~ressed 

sexuality he saw festering everywhere beneath the hard mask of 

Christian piety. To put it mildly, he was not fond of the Platonic 

element in Christianity and saw no point in valuing spirit which did 

not dwell in flesh. 

Once Bloom has defeated the nymph in this fantastical drama, he 

finds the actual Bella Cohen much less formidable. The whole time 

the drama has been going on he has been staring at her without seeing 

her. Now he does, and he curtly dismisses what meets his eye as 

"mutton dressed as lamb" (p. 501). For the rest of the chapter and 

the book neither of the polarized stereotypes of women have any hold 

upon him, although he still reveals himself to be extremely sensitive 

to Molly's adultery and given to masochistic bouts of fantasy about 

it. 

Stephen's encounter with the fantastic feminine in the Circe 

--------------
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chapter is of a different nature than Bloom' s .18 Instead of engaging 

with the spectre his mind calls up, he tyrannically rejects it and 

thus reveals his comparative unreadiness and immaturity. His 

reaction is completely understandable, however, for his vision of his 

mother risen from the dead, "her face worn and noseless, green with 

grave mould" (p. 515), is more visually terrifying than anything 

Bloom has had to face. When Stephen asks her to tell him "the word 

known to aIl men" she doesn't answer him directly. Instead she gives 

him advice he does not want to hear: the standard Irish Catholic 

admonitions to pray, to repent, and to beware of the fires of hello 

He reacts to tr.ese clichés with a fury of selt-assertion, shouting 

out "Non serviam!" as if it were a war cry (or moly) which could save 

him. Then he raises his ashplant and, waving it as if it were 

Siegfried' s sword, brings it down upon _ne chandelier. In the 

ensuing confusion the ghoulish Mrs. Dedalus vanishes. Stephen has 

for the moment rescued himself, but he has not begun to come to terms 

with his mother, with the feminine she represents, and with his guilt 

for abandoning her when she was dying. 

Richard Ellman remarks of this scene that "in Stephen's case the 

saving grace is 'the intellectual imagination,' which preserves him 

from surrender to mother Dedalus, mother church, mother Ireland, 

18 Stephen' s v ... sion of his dead mother is indisputably his 
vision, and not just a fantastic figure provided by Joyce as a result 
of his authorial rummaging in the contents of Stephen's unconscious. 
Stephen speaks to this ghost and reacts to her--as Hamlet behaves 
towards his father' s ghost, as Bloom i5 later to speak and roact to 
his vision of Rudy. 

Bloom' s dramas with Bello, the nyrnph, and Mrs. Belllngham et al. 
are of a different order. They have no effect upon his actions or 
speech in the moment. 

1 
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mother England, aIl demanding his filial alliegiance. "19 l cannot 

agree, for it seem3 to me that an intellectual imagination that 

projects ont a the mother the whole weight of the cultural authority 

which he i3 in active rebellion against makes it harder, not easier, 

for Stephen ta acknowledge his own emotional identity. l can find no 

instance in Ulysse3 in which Bloom indulges in this kind of projec-

tian onto Molly. l view Bloom, from whom Stephen has much to learn, 

as Stephen' s moly in the Circe chapter. Or perhaps, more accurately, 

Bloom is Steph~n' s Hermes, the soul-guide who points him in the 

direction of a more complete humanity. 

Joyce' s Ciree episode ends with the overt rescue of Stephen by 

Bloom--an incident that was based on an actual event in Joyce' s life 

which, more than any other biographical event, provided the germ of 

Ulysses.20 When the drunken Stephen is knocked down by a British 

soldier whose girl he has flirted with and whose king he has sup-

pO'3edly insulted, Bloom dusts him off and takes him home. As Bloom 

approaches the supine Stephen, he is confused by the mumbling he 

hears. He catches a few words of a poem he does not recognize 

(Yeats' s "Who Goes With Fergus," which, as we have learned from the 

Telemachus episode, Stephen recited at his mother' s bedside). That 

these words should be on Stephen' slips when he is semi-conscio1ls 

strongly suggests that h 1.S earlier rejection of his mother' s ghost 

19 Richard Ellman, Ulysses on the Liffey (New York, 1973), 
p. 146. 

20 Ellman, in his essay "Ulysses: A Short History" which ls 
appended to the Penguin edltion of the novel, di.scusses Joyce' s 
rescue by Alfred Hunter and its effect on the conception of Ulysses; 
see pp. 707-710. 
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was an aot of superficial bravado. He is still entangled with her in 

"love' s bitt(Jr mystery. "21 

Bloom stands v'ler Stephen, his bearinq "silent, thoughtful, 

alert . . . hb finCjers at his lips in the attitude of secret master" 

(p. 532). Suddenly a figure appears on the dark wall opposite him: 

"a fairy boy of eleven dressed in an Eton suit," with "a 

delicate mauve face." The :hild reads a book of Hebrew from r ight to 

left and kisses its pages. Bloom calls out "Rudy" in wonder and 

recognition, but this apparition of his son gazes back at him with 

unseeing eyes. Ellman calls Rudy' s appearance "the seal upon Bloom' s 

Good Samaritan act" and says that the triad of chapters which Ciree 

concludes ends with a recovery of life stronger that that which 

occurs at the ending of any other triad. 22 

Certainly the chapter ends with promise: that Stephen will 

recognize and assume his own deep emotional bearing; that Bloom, 

through his own acts of charity, will cease to be par.:llyzed by loss. 

But because Joyce, for aIl his stupendous wordplay, is an emotionally 

reticent writer, we do not know if these promises will ever be 

fulfilled. Though we can strüngly suspect that Stephen will meet his 

Nora and turn into Joyce, that Bloom will at last be able to banish 

the shadow of death from his marriage bed, Joyce gives us no such 

easy satisfactjùns. 

Nor Cdn we say with complete assurance that it is beeau:1E; of the 

21 This is a phrase from Yeats' s poem. It appears in Joyce' s 
first episode and earlier in the Ciree chapter, spoken by Mrs. 
Dedalus when she appears to Stephen in the brothel. 

22 Ellman, lJlysses on the Liffey, p. 148. 
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psychic release which has oceurred in the Circe chapter that Bloom 

and Stephen are able to reaJize the father-son bond which is pot en-

tially healing for both of them.23 In "Ciree" aIl the walls come 

tumbling down--primarilY the thick masonry which Irish Catholic 

culture set up between appearance and the psycho-sexual realities of 

people' s lives, but a1so individua1 characters' walls between the 

eonscious and the unconscious. Whether coineidental or consequen-

tial, Bloom and Stephen emerge at the end of this chapter) whieh 

dramatizes the expression of wild and dynamic energies, with a firmer 

sense of direction. Their eneounters in "Ciree" seem to help each 

towards the resolutions he needs to make. 

In any case, the direction they assume is towards Molly. Having 

just implied that certainties were foreign to Joyce's mind when he 

was composing Ulysses, 1 must in one respect renege. Molly almost 

eertainly represents "the nonrational se:lse of being which supports 

us aIl, which impels us ta stay alive even when life seems a 

blight. "24 Her "yes" ta Bloom among the rhododendron on Howth head 

is an ecstatic version of the inarticulate yes of our hearts when 

they kep-p on beating. Of all the characters in Ulysses, Molly i5 the 

23 The phrase "psychic release" is somewhat misleading. Bloom, 
whose fantasies take up most of the chapter, never acts them out. 
Stephen, with his chandelier-bashing, does, but his acti~g out sedms 
intended as a sign of his relative immaturity. The primar:, psychic 
relea5e ls literary: Joyce lets down the walls between his char
acters' inner impulses and the reader. 

However, as mentioned before, Joyce brings the Everyman concept 
to bear upon the 1aws of psychodynamics. Though Bloom and Stephen do 
not become conscio\.ls of their unconscious wishes in the way that a 
patient in psychotherapy might, they nevertheless seem ta 1earn from 
the psychic Walpurgisn~ of "Ciree." 

24 Marilyn Fre~ch, The Book as Wor1d, p. 250. 
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least individual and rnost syrnbolic. She is Woman as Natural Force, 

Woman as Goddess, and only secondarily Marion Bloom of 7 Eccles 

Street. Earthy 1 lyrical and well aware of her own powers, Molly has 

at least as much in common with Homer's immortal Circe as she does 

with his mortal Penelope. 

For Leopold Bloorn, the archetypal feminine and the personal 

feminine are one and the sarne woman and he is married to her. After 

the brief moment in the Ithaca chapter when he and Stephen stand side 

by side in the garden 100 king up at the light in Molly's window, he 

goes in dnd performs the bravest of his acts: crawling into her 

adulterous bed. To get there he, like Odysseus, has had to slaughter 

suitors. The suitors, for Bloom, are not really Boylan and the host 

of other men to whom Molly has been at tracted. 25 They are the 

culturally-conditioned temptations in his own head to see Molly as a 

sexual possession who has humiliated him or to view her as the 

polarized evil woman. We know from the Circe chapter that these are 

strong temptations, but Bloom, with his scrupulous moral nature and 

his abundant charity, has been able to defeat them. Ithaca ends with 

him curled like "a manchild i.n the womb" beside the ample earth of 

Molly, who lies "in the attitude of Gea-Tellus" (p. 658). Quite 

simply, he accepts her as she is. He chooses love rather than 

hatred. 

Joyce must have been aware that this ethic of responsibility for 

25 It is unlikely that Molly has acted on these other attrac
tions. As Ellman says, "the book makes clear that this first 
relationship [with Boylan] is something new" i Ulysses on the Liffey, 
p. 165. 
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one's own demons and acceptance of the life of others was foreign to 

any culture he knew. He had written to Nora in 1912, two years 

before he started Ulysses, "I am one of the writers of this genera-

tion who are perhaps creating at last a conscience in the soul of 

this wretched race."26 From our vantage point, with two world wars 

and two obscenity trials for Ulysses intervening between 1912 and the 

present, Joyce's Stephen-like conviction that art can create con-

science looks somewhat naive. Certainly, however, Ulysses demon-

strat8s conscience in an imaginatively compelling way, demonstrates 

that there could be an alternative to the saga of domination and 

subjection which Stephen recognizes as history. 

Ending as it does with Molly's voice, a voice which moves 

"slowly, evenly, though with variations, capriciously, but surely 

like the huge earthball itself round and round spinning,"27 Ulysses 

is like a return to ancient spiritual:Lty. It recalls a time when 

woman and earth were revered as the sources of life. This simple but 

radical idea of giving the ancient feminine a present, living voice 

is also used by Margaret Atwood in her twenty-four poem cycle of 

"Circe/Mud Poems," published in 1974 and narrated by Ciree herself. 

26 Joyce, Letters, II, 311. 

27 This is Joyce's description of the movement of Molly's 
monologue in a let ter to Budgen; James Joyce and the Making of 
Ulysses, pp. 262-263. 

Though he took care to salt Molly's voice liberally with 
pettiness and clearly intended her to be both individual woman and 
archetype, Molly is more believable as the latter. As Marilyn French 
remarks, "no real human being could ever have Molly' s absolute and 
blind ignorance of aIL events except sexual ones"; The Book as World, 
p. 249. 
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Atwood's Ciree retains most of the archetype's traditional powers but 

also incarnates a very modern feminist consciousness, one \,hich casts 

a cold eye on the conventions of heroism and quest myths. Indeod, 

Atwood seems to have baen attracted to Homer's telling of the Circe-

Odysseus myth because she saw in it a metaphor for the meeting (or 

collision) of patriarchal manhood and feminine power occuning in her 

own time. 

The "Circe/Mud Poems" are part of You Are Happy, Atwood' s sixth 

book of poetry. Much of her earlier work had revealed a heightened 

sensitivity to sexual politics and to the consciousness of the 

oppressed. In Power Politics (1971) one of Atwood's speakers 

expresses the stereotype of male domination and female victimization 

as strongly as anyone probably ever has. She tells her lover "you 

fit into mel like a hook into an eye/ a fish hookl an open eye. "28 

The exposed, unflinching stance of this speaker represents a gain in 

consciousness over the withdrawal and non-engagement of sorne of 

Atwood's eariier poetic personae, but her role as an aware victim 

advertising her wounds dld not satisfy Atwood for long. By the time 

of the publication of her second novel, Surfacing (1972), Atwood had 

already realized the pitfalls inherent in dwelling on victimization. 

In the novel's last pages its anonymous narrator sums up an important 

insight she has painfully grasped: 

This above aIl, to refuse to be a v~ctim. Unless l 
can do that l can do nothing. l have to recant, give 
up the old beliet that l am powerless and because of 
it nothing l can do will ever hurt anyone. A lie which 

28 Reprinted in Atwood, Select~d Poems (Toronto, 1976), p. 141. 



was always more disastrous than the truth would have 
been.29 

Atwood's adoption of the Ciree persona, rieh with power but lacking 

in innocence, represents the next step in this evolution. 
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This Ciree is both like and unlike Homer's. Like the goddess of 

Aiaia, she is connected with sacred natural forces, with the moon (to 

which she has built temples) and with the earth (to which she keeps 

her he ad pressed, hoping to colleet "the few muted syllables left 

over n ) .30 Yet for aIl her foresight and intuitive understanding, she 

is a priestess rather than a goddess. She shares the same order of 

being as Odysseus and their meeting is an affair of equals. Atwood 

has no need for Hermes and his gift of moly in her version of the 

myth, for the power between the lovers is already evenly balaneed. 

In one regard l find her perceptions eloser to Homer's than those of 

any intervening interpreter of the myth: she foeuses on the issue of 

trust between a man and a woman and on the relationship of trust to 

sexuality. 

Atwood's cycle tells the story of a love, an intense but brief 

affair whieh goes through many seasons of feeling during its short 

span of time. The series is framed by beginning and ending poems in 

italies which seem more obviously metaphorical than the others. The 

first poem (p. 46) l interpret as a comment on the disaster of 

patriarehal history. Odysseus approaches Ciree through a eharred 

landseape, where the trees are sparse and blunted. Because Ciree is 

29 Atwood, Surfaeing (Don Mills, Ont., 1973), p. 191. 

30 Atwood, You Are Happy (New York, 1974), pp. 47-49. 
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identified with her island's lands cape throughout the series, the 

wounded state of the environment reflects her own condition and, even 

more widely, that of other powerful women for whom history has been a 

wasteland. Though she sees that Odys~eus represents "power, powerl 

impinging," Circe does nothing to turn him away. 'rhe remark she 

makes about him in the last line--"You End what there is"--could be 

said with equal truth about a skilled lover or a forceful impori-

alist. Whieh does she consider him to be? As we are to find out, 

roles shift Iike tides between them. 

In the next three poems Ciree deseribes her life before 

Odysseus. Given her boredom with manufacturing pig-men and "men with 

the heads of eagIes" who no longer interest her, we begin to under-

stand why she has done nothing to hinder Odysseus's arrivaI. He 

might be one of the new kind she is looking for, one of "the ones who 

have escaped from these [prevailing] 1 mythologies with barely their 

lives" (p. 47). These new, imagined men "would rather be trees" than 

partieipate in the power games which have enabled her, with male 

connivance, to turn men into bea5ts. Ciree clearly recognizes in the 

third poem that transformation requires mutuality, that it is not her 

work (or fauIt) alone. 

The sixth poem, addressed to Odysseus, i5 Atwood'5 most 

trenchant critique of patriarchal ideology. Her Circe has no reapect 

for Odysseus' s supposedly heroic deeds. "There must be more for you 

to do," she tells him 

than permit yourself to be shoved 
by the wind from coast 
to coast to coast, boot on the boat prow 
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to hold the wooden body 
under, soul in control. (p. 51) 

She pereeives the poverty of the dualistic, over-under way of 

thinking and living that has resulted in a massive devaluation of 

body, woman and nature in Western culture. "Don't you get tired of 
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killing?" she asks; "Don't you get tired of saying Onward?" Instead 

of filling his life with hollow victories and predatory wandering, 

she advises hirn to 

Ask who keeps the wind 
Ask what is sacred. 

In just over a hundred words Atwood's Circe thus dispenses with the 

ethos of domination and progress which has prevailed for millennia. 

Her voiee here is flawlessly intelligent and assured. But her 

radiant self-possession, as Atwood shortly makes clear, depends upon 

distance, upon her position on the far periphery. 

Onee this Circe and her Odysseus draw closer in sexual attrac-

tion, her self-possession becomes at risk. As in Homer's version, 

she is the first to surrender; she permits Odysseus to become close 

enough to assume the posture of a rapist holding down her arms and 

hair. "Let go, this is extortion," she tells him, 

you force my body to confess 
too fast and 
incompletely, its words 
tongueless and broken. (p. 55) 

With this mock-rape as the beginning of their experience as lovers, 

understanding between them does not flower smoothly or naturally. 

Probably because of the more than 2500 years of women' s subjection 

intervening between Homer's Circe and Atwood' s, the latter extends no 

gracious invitation to Odysseus to mingle with her in lovemaking and 

-----------
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trust. Indeed, he has to order her to trust him in t "le twelfth poem, 

and she has to sacrifice in order to comply. Up to this point she 

has worn a sacred talisman around her neck, a withered fist whose 

fingers rub together in the "worn moon rituals" of gOddess-based 

religion. Now he unbuekles the fist, symbolically breaking her 

connection with the ùngry ancient powers which have protected and 

sustained her.31 Newly vulnerable herself, she is at la st able to 

see Odysseus's vulnerability and to acknowledge the man beneath the 

hero role. 

The fifteenth poem is the jewel of the series, the only one 

which reveals the compassion of which this Ciree is capable. She 

speaks to Odysseus with aIl her old precision, but now also with a 

lover's tenderness: 

Your flawed body, sickle 
scars on the chest, moonmarks, the botched knee 
that nevertheless bends when you will it to 

Your body, broken and put together 
not perfectly, marred 
by war but moving 
despite that with such ease and leisure 

Your body that ine '.ùdes everything 
you have done, yJU have had done 
to you and goes beyond it 

This is not what l want 
but l want this also. (p. 60) 

with these words she aeknowledges his past, his suffering, the grief 

implicit in his name. Perhaps she tao wants to be regarded in this 

31 Atwood's perception that the old goddess powers are embattled 
and vengeful (shaped in a fiat) has its source, l believe, in Homer's 
version. It i3 probably no accident that the original Ciree turned 
Odysseus' s men into swine, the sacred animaIs of the vegetation 
goddess. See Chapter Two, pp. 47-48. 
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way, with full aCknow"edgement dnd acceptance. Perhaps she desires 

~he surrender to be mutual, as it eventually bccomes in Homer's 

version. If so, she does not get what she wants and she herself is 

as much to blame for this failure as Odysseus. 

The volee of the eighteenth poem ls that of a woman who knows 

herself too weIl, who knows that the most subtle and effective of 

impediments to love is her own temptation to retreat from engagement 

back into the witch or goddess role expected of her: back into 

invulnerability, omniscience, seeming immortality. Musing to 

herself, she admits that it is not Odysseus she fears 

but that other 
who can walk through flesh, 
queen of the two dimensions. (p. 63) 

That other is her Persephone-like other self, the arrogant one who 

thinks she is acquainted with the borders of life, the one who "knows 

the ritual" and "gets results," who closes herself off to any feeling 

trom the outside world. This Ciree catches herself in her own power 

game, revealing that she can judge herself as harshly as she judges 

all the tircsome heroes saying "Onward." This ruthless self-con-

sciousness and honesty give Atwood's Circe a complexity and believ-

ability beyond that possessed by any of the others. 

Having predicted her own retreat from intimacy, she goes on to 

demonstrate it. But by this time Odysseus is in retreat too, safely 

enseonced in a study where he is writing down his version of his 

adventures--a more patriarchal verson of the Odyssey, perhaps. She 

tries te warn him that the saga is not finished, that "fresh monsters 

are already breeding in my head" (p. 64), but he fail s to listen. 
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And why should he? As she admits, "it' s the story that counts" 

(p. 68) and he thinks he has control of the story. By the end of the 

twenty-third poem the love once alive between them has aIl but 

disappeared in the wake of each of their separate retreats into the 

strategies of defense, control, survival. The series up ta this 

point bears out the truth of Carl Jung's description of the seesawing 

relationship between the desire to love and the will to dominate. 

"Where love reigns." Jung wrote, "there is no will ta power; and 

where the will to power is paramount, love is lacking. The one is 

but the shadow of the other. "32 

The final, framing italicized poem softens the series as a whole 

because it suggests an alternative ta the endless cycles of sexual 

power struggles and lost love. In its first lines Ciree allows 

herself ta conceive of a landscape other than the charred forest she 

has known. "There are two islandsl at least," she says, "they do not 

exclude each other" (p. 69). On the first, familiar one she is 

"right" and in control; her affairs happen over and over, running 

like a bad film through a jerky projector. But on the second Island, 

the one she admits "I know nothing abouti because it has never 

happened," the atmosphere remains alive with p03sibility. She 

imagines herself and Odysseus walking through a field in November, 

licking melted snow from each other's mouth3, stopping to examine the 

still unfrozen track of a deer. The vision seem3 as fragile as its 

flakes of snow, untested, evanescent. Yet its evanescence i8, l 

32 Quoted by Linda Schierse Leonard in On the Way to the wedding 
(Boston, 1986), p. 109. 
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believe, its point. The island, miraeulous in an ordinar' ,Tay, 

exists potentially in any moment and is the magi1ifieation C" a 

moment. As sueh it represents an escape from h~story, a leap into 

the timelessness of love.33 

Atwood's Ciree is able realize this moment in imagination only. 

Her ability to calI it to mind, however, points the way for the 

lovers in "Book of Ancestors," the last and most perfect of the poems 

in this volume. These lovers are weIl aware of scenes of violence in 

the collective pasti they have tou~ed a Toltee temple where they have 

seen a fresco of a priest cutting out the heart of a sacrificial 

victim.34 But their intense trust for each other gives them faith to 

believe that they are not doomed to reereate this seene figuratively. 

For them "History is over" (p. 95) i they "take place/ in a season, an 

undivided space" similar to that of the island Ciree has imagined. 

In that spa ce of reality, they meet in front of a fire at midwinter 

and gently open to each other in love. The woman's words in the 

poem's la st lines conneet their encounter with the sacred rites of 

the priests: 

33 Atwood would, 1 believe, agree with William Blake on the 
potentiality of the moment as bath an escape from and a redirection 
of time: 

Every Time less than a pulsation of the artery 
15 equal in its period & value ta Six Thousand Year5. 
For in the period the Poets Work is Done: and aIl the Great 
Events of Time start forth & are conceived in such a period 
Within a Moment: a Pulsation of the Artery. 

(Milton, plates 28 and 29) 

34 Jane Lilienfeld points out that the vietim's posture in the 
sacrifice parallels that of Circe as Odysseus takes her for the first 
time, "thus aligning her firmly with the victims of the priestly 
elite." See "Silence and Scorn in a Lyric of Intimacy: the progress 
of Margaret Atwood' s Poetry" in Women' s Studies, vol. 7 (1980), 192. 



- what 
they tried, we 
tried but eould never do 
before . without blood, the killed 
heart . to take 
that risk, to offer life and remain 

alive, open yourself like this and beeome whoJe (p. 96) 

What neeessitated slaughter in the past now has been chosen freely 

and mutually and thoroughly transformed. 

This transformation into wholeness is not one that Atwood's 

Ciree, for all her clarity, wit and power, has bee~ able to aehieve 
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on her own. Nor has she been able to provide direction to Odysseus, 

who chooses not to listen to her. l believe Atwood's adoption of the 

Ciree mask provided the poet herself, however, with the direction she 

needed. It allowed her to speak in the voice of a woman unashamed of 

her strengths and unwilling to confine herself to a victim's role. 

It allowed her to explore the condition of such a woman on the 

periphery of patriarchy and in relationship to a male equal. And 

finally, it enabled her to discover and express the limits of power 

coneeived as the will to domina te rather than as the capacity to 

love. 

Like Joyce, Atwood used the Circe myth as a sharp instrument 

with wh:i.ch to critique her own culture and as a stimulus to imagine 

something more. 
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Conclusion. Transformation 

Up until now, having focused on permutations in the charac

terization of Circe as she appears in literature through the cen

turies, l have deliberately said little about the significance of the 

event that provides her myth with its node of fascination: the man

to-beast transformation. Her power to wreak this change is the one 

constant in her myth from Homer to Spenser ta Atwood, and it is the 

one quality she possesses that is invariably remembered by anyone who 

has heard of her. Her raised rad, patent brew and crowded st Y give 

vivid, unforgettable image to a fear thaL seems to be nearly univer

saI but was perhaps not always sa. That is the fear of losing 

conscious control, of being carried or impelled beyond the recog

nizable, familiar boundaries of personal identity into a realm of 

experience where one is disoriented and helpless. 

Transformation in itself is a charged concept, radiant with the 

magic it implie~, and it lends itself just as readily ta the business 

of gaining control as ta the mis fortune or necessity of losing it. l 

would argue that our species should be defined not merely as tool

makers or symbol-makers but more generally as animals that transform. 

When the first, broken-off sticks were sharpened into digging tools 

able to leave fleeting marks on the earth, or when ~ries of warning 

and alarm were differentiated and codified into syllabic units which 

objectified perception, our ancestors began exerting control over--
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and transforming--both their environment and their own inn,;!r exper-

ience. Because the acquisition of language and ttlchnology developed 

incrementally, in a way not perceptible within the life span of any 

single human being, these quite amazing cultural transformations have 

not until quite recently inspired the wonder evoked by thooe that 

have always gone on routinely Wi1 hin women's bodies. Menstruation, 

pregnancy, childbirth, lactation; these ) liological mysteries caused 

women to be associated with the awesome powers of transformation, 

even though they themselves were not the directors of these powers 

but merely the vessels through which they passed.l As many archae-

ologists and scholars of myth have now made clear, women were the 

pattern upon which the first anthropomorphic (or, more accurately, 

gynomorphic) divinities were based. The Great Mother who created, 

nourished and finally reabsorbed, who was believed responsible for 

the who le mysterious round of life and death, had as her accessible 

representative every fertile adult woman. The ability to effect 

transformations, which anyona looking back at our cultural history 

might regard as the quintessentia~ ly human quality, was at first 

regarded as the quintessentiallj feminine one. 

It makes sense to see Homer's Ciree against this background, to 

which the evidence presented in Chapter Two connecta her. Her 

affinity with hawks, large felines and pigs (the animaIs most 

commonly associated with Anatolian and Hellenic nature goddesses) and 

1 In The Great Mo,:her, pp. 29 ff., Erich Neumann se<;s these 
"blood-transformation my~terias" as underlying bath of the t"lO 
characters of the feminine which he di.stinguishes: the elemer.tary 
(which has primariIy ta do with physical developmentl and the 
transformative (which has to do with psychical developlllent). 
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Homer' 5 repeated references to her as f9.('!;~ aIl argue strongly that 

she should be viewed as a being with as sound a claim te divinity as 

that of the Olympians. Certainly ~he possesses a pre-emptory streak 

equal tO that displayed by Zeus. The change she initially brings 

about in the lives of Odysseus' men is seemingly unmotivated and 

obviously nastYi it has to do with losing humanity rather than 

developing it. The horror of being imprisoned with full human 

consciousness in the body of a swine ls not one Homer glosses ever. 

Any sophisticated, post-Freudian interpretation of the sailors' 

forcible reacquaintance with the animal basis of their nature as 

salutary because psychologically integrating is given the lie by the 

heart-rending sùunds that are wrung from them as they are released 

from bestial form. These men retu~n to their humanity as to the 

ground of aIl desire. Circe's first transformation, which separates 

them from this ground, is hardly the act of a typical nurturinq 

mother goddess. 

It is an act which becomes comprehensible, however, in terms of 

the time when the Odyssey was most likely composed, c. 700-680 B.C. 

This was an era when the powers of goddesses were under attack and 

waning, when patriarchy was replacing female power in myth as it 

already had in social and political organization.2 And, judging from 

the Agamemnon-Clytemnestra-Orestes cycle and from the slightly later 

Arnazon myths, it was an era when hestility between the sexes was at ( 

2 Both Riane Eisler, in The Cha lice and the Blade (New York, 
1987), pp. 78-89, <.nd Gerda Lerner, in The Creation of I?dtriarchy, 
p. 57, make the pcint that the declassing of the goddesses took place 
long after pat~iarchy was firmly established. 
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high level. l view Circe's act as the vengeance of a divinity driven 

to prove her powers, to flaunt the fact that adventurous seamen could 

be made to root and snort like her pet animaIs. This negative 

transformation is expressive of an imbalance and unease in the power 

relationship between the sexes; l do not see it, however, as expres-

sive of an unease about sexuality itself. 

In the Odyssey the sexuai relationship between Odysseus and 

Ciree is redemptive, bringing iota trust and balance al! that ls 

negative and imbalanced in the first part of the myth. Odysseus 

begins by holding a sword to her throat, but he ends by taking her 

knees in the gesture of entreaty and surrender. She responds 

generously and compassionately, with directions which are essentiai 

to his voyage home. This competent, patriarchal hero, representing 

the new arder, confronts an exemplar of the old, female-centercd one 

and eventually opens to her and receives her blessing. Would that 

history had follc:'/ed the course of Homer' s myth and that aIl patriar-

chal heroes were as receptive as Odysseus to the wisdom of the 

feminine. He receives from Circe a whoJe set of instructions which 

have to d') with the acknowJedgment of human limits, with the recogni-

tion that some powers (Scylla, Helios and his oxen) are too poten-

tially destructive to tamper with and must be respected and left 

a 10ne. Odysseus returns to Ithaca because he is no Faust or 

~ 
Alexdnder, because he finally believes that the will to control and 

dominate everything he encounters--a drive which he has aiready 

ruthlessly acted out during the sack of Ismaros--will ln the end 

destroy him too. Any alert and fair-minded reader of the Odyssey 
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recognizes Ciree' s pr imary role in teaching Odysseus this diffieult 

lesscn. His willingness to listen to her l attribute to the bond of 

pleasure established between them, to their mutual trust and 

affection. 

Although Homer shows something indisputably positive issuing 

from the relationship of Ciree and Odysseus, almost all later writers 

who toueh upon the myth, until the time of James Joyce twenty-six 

hundred years la ter, seem to regard their liaison as too dangerous 

even to acknowledge. Instead they focus on Ciree' s transformation of 

Odysseus' men, which they interpret as a parable of the bestiality 

which will befall the male who allows himself to surrender to a woman 

who sexually entic.:e3 him. Diogenes of Sinope, writing after the time 

of Plato in about 350 B.C., describes the sailor-pigs as "brutes 

without reason . . . the image of the soul become the pitiable slave 

of pleasure"; he sees them as paralyzed by "the voluptuousness which 

enslaves them. "3 In the view of classical and Renaissance allegori-

cal interpreters who follow Diogenes, Odysseus is to be applauded for 

his possession of the steadfast reason or >1 écro5 whieh allows him to 

drain Ciree' s eup and yet remain unehanged; th'.;y see his ability to 

defeat the sinister sexuality which f,he represents as heroic. Their 

view--elearly not Homer' s--is the on~ which has until recently 

prevailed. We are faced, then, with éI phenomenon which would seem 

hard to believe: one of the most important episodes in one of the 

two bedrock works of Western literature was consistently and grossly 

3 Quoted by Jean Pépin in Mythe et allègoire, pp. 1l0-11li 
translation mine. 
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misread for centuries. Only the existence of persistent, pervasive 

and unacknowledged biases can account for this fact. 

These biases include, I bel -Leve, a profound distrust of the body 

and a fear of the loss of rational control which is an integral part 

of sexual experience. Furthermore, this uneasiness about carnality 

and Sdxuality was projected on to Woman, who, in the words or 

Dorothy Dinnerstein, "se::::ves her species as carnal scapeg'Jat-idol. "4 

These biases do not show up in Homer' s poem because he livE::d and 

wrote in a time when the experience of being human seems still to 

have been unitary, when consciousness was not conceived of as a 

refuge removed from barsh experience and distanced from the body' s 

keen pleasure and pain. Homer' s heroes possess a bright sentience 

which is inseparable from their life-embracing, death-facing flesh. 

They share "the seeming identity of body and mind . . and thence 

the loveliness of the for!1'ler" which Coleridge noticed in infants,5 

probably because they are described by Homer in a language which had 

not yet developed the ab~tract vocabulary which can and often does 

pull intelligence awa:{ from sense experience. Every Homer ic charac-

ter exists forthrightly in his or her bodily vulnerability, open to 

the currents of danger and emotion and divinity which press from 

within and without. The great feasting and bathing rituals in Homer 

are hymns to this wondrous existence in the body, which is abruptly 

snuffed out by death. 

4 Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur (New York, 
1977), p. 124. 

5 Quoted by Dinnerstein, p. 120. 
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Plato, or perhaps the Pythagoreans and Orphics before him, 

changed all this. Their longing for the eternal led them to postu-

late the existence of a pure realm of Seing which had its muted, 

imprisoned echo within the soul of cvery human being. The body--so 

bright and cared for and prized in Homer--was viewed by the followers 

of Plato and pythagoras as a prison or tomb. The resulting body-soul 

or body-mind dualism readily lent itself, in the generations fol-

lowing, to misogyny, for how c0ul~ eternally pregnant and lactating 

women be considered creatures pre-eminently of mind? In this climate 

of thought Homeric allegory developed and Christian belief was 

codified into doctrine. The concept of spiritual equality before 

Cod, which briefly flourished in early Chrjstian worship and which is 

expressed in sorne of paul's epistles,6 conflicted with the male/soul, 

female/body typology common in Gr~ek thought a'.d articulated in other 

writings attributed to Paul. Under the authoritative hand of the 

early Church bishops and fathers, this confliet was resolved in favor 

of hierarchy and typology. Now Ciree as the sexual temptress able to 

defleet the (male) soul in its voyage towards Logos was joined by an 

archetypal blood-sister--the sinful, hungry Eve, responsible for the 

loss of humanity's eternal, paradisieal home. They were cast in 

these roles by ideological dualists, whether Neo-Platonist o~ 

Christian. In eontemplating these developments in the centuries 

following Homer, l am saddened by how thoroughly the longing for the 

6 For a discussion of the egalitarian strain in early Christian 
worship and in the Gnostic gospels, particularly the Gospel of Mary, 
see Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade, pp. 120-128, and Elaine 
Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York, 1979). 
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eternal, so ~oignant and universally human, became entangled with 

existing gender and power arrangements. And this entanglement proved 

extraordinarily long-lived. A metaphor Plutarch uses to describe 

marriage--as the bonding of the governing soul, represented by the 

man, with the governed body, represented by the woman--was still 

current in England in the seventeenth century.7 

l can find no other essential change in the meaning of Circe's 

transformation or in the reading of her myth until the twentieth 

century, until after F'reud and his followers had illuminated the 

interconnection and dependency ûf conscious mental systems on 

organic, unconscious ones and it was no longer tenable ta view 

consciousness as a phenomenon that existed apart from rature. 

Although feminist thinkers have attacked Freud for his patr~archal 

assumptions concerning female development, they have not honored him 

sufficiently for destroying the old, pernicious body-mind (or body-

soul) dualism which 50 efficiently buttressed misogyny. As a 

destroyer of outmoded assumptions, Freud was matched by Einstein. By 

shewing that energy and matter convert to each other under extreme 

conditions, Einstein terminated a dualism intimately related ta that 

of mind and body. In this new climate of thought, the old certain-

ties of allegory begin te look feeble, and the dualistic reading of 

the Circe myth, which persi$ted in aIl its strength at least through 

7 The excerpt from Plutarch' s "Advice to Bride and Groom" is on 
pp. 122-123 of this thesis. The gist of his thought was repeated 
less gracefully in the early seventeenth cent ury by Thomas Tuke and 
in the sixteenth century by Juan Luis Vives (who, however, saw the 
husband as representing reason). Tuke and Vives are quoted by Diane 
Kelsey McColley in Milton' sEve IUrbana, 1983), p. 11. 
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the seventeenth century, 3eem3 at last to be expiring. 

The basic pattern of seductive, sexual Woman impeding starry

eyed Man in his pursuit of distant glory obtained, however, for a 

very long timei it can be found in Calder6n as in 'lirgil and Spenser. 

Virgil and Spenser, both worldly, imagine glory as the glittering 

imperial city or the fey imperial court--something far different than 

Calder6n' s Kingdom of God, which is accessible only through death-

but the renunciation of sexual plec?sure as the most powerful impedi

ment to this glory can be found in aIl three writers. In Virgil this 

renunciation is so strong that Circe's island oecupies only a s~ore 

of Enes and is safely skirted around by Aeneas, who not long befere 

hdS piously sailed away from Dido' s flaming pyre. In Spenser the 

renunciation is not easy or secure, for it conflicts with the neo

paganism so congenial to his poetic imagination and with his tempera

mental openness to the feminine. Nevertheless, Guyon does manage to 

turn Acrasia' s bliss into balefulness and Artegal does slip out of 

Britomart' s embrace to go off and subdue the Irish rebels. To read 

The Faerie Queene is to watch a major poet almost break out of two 

thousand years of cultural conditioning and follow his own instincts 

about what promotes life and what does not. This same tension 

between pleasure and its renunciation is skillfully allegorized and 

dramatized in Calderbn's Los encantos de la Culpa, but the outeome of 

the contest there is never fundamentally in doubt, as it frequently 

seems to be in The Faerie Queene. How else could a luxuriant 

character named Sin end her stay on the Corpus Christi festival stage 

than by going down il1 quake and flames? 
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A~l three of these writers, we should note, are quite honest 

about the cost of renouncing pleasure and sexuality in favor of 

distant, imagined glory. The Aeneid ends with carnage and violated 

trust; Book II of The F'aerie Queene with a merciless, incendiary fiti 

Calder6n' s auto with apocalypse. And in not one of these works ls 

there any real compensation, for neither Virgil nor Spenser nor 

Calder6n sueceeds in presenting the motivating glory eonvineingly on 

page or stage. 

This destructior~ is symptomatic, I believe, of what happens when 

we pursue sorne vision of the eternal and absolute (even if we insist 

on mingling this vision with worldly power, as in the case of 

"eternal" Rome) while dishonoring our earthly, finite, ineseapably 

sexual and mortal roots. One of th"=! reasons we now face nuelear 

destruction is, I am convinced, our failure to acknowledge our own 

creatureliness and also the potential finitude and death of the 

earth. As Carol Christ points out, 

our religious and philosophical traditions sinee 
Plato have attempted to deny finitude and death 
and have prevented us from fully comprehending our 
connections to this earth.. . We must learn to love 
this life that ends ln death. This is not absolutely 
to rule out the possibility of individua1 or communal 
survival after death, but to Sdy that we ought not to 
~ive our lives in light of such a possibility. Our task 
is here." 8 

We have a great deal to learn from the willingness of Homer' s 

characters to embrace life and face death in the moment, f rom their 

radiant sentienee and courage, and yet we cannot go back to their 

8 Carol Christ, The Laughter of Aphrodite (San Francisco, 1987), 
pp. 213, 215. 
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time before the development of abstract thought and language, before 

consciousness learned to stand back from experience and from nature. 

Certainly the way to begin healing the rift opened by this 

dualism is to use our consciousness to recognize the harm the rift 

has caused. Joyce's Dublin in Ulysses is the image of a society 

inured to a fractured way of life. In it, sexual feeling is every-

where but everywhere denied, made to retreat into roman tic euphemism 

or shameless cynicism by the combined forces of the Catholic Church 

and of the scientific rationalism with which Mulligan and his cohorts 

are heavily dosed. Molly Bloom's ability to shed aIl contradictions, 

to maintain her own luxuriant vitality in the teeth of these forces 

of denial, certainly testifies to Joyce's belief in the power of the 

feminine to endure with health and élan. Yet he does not view the 

feminine as the Other, as the possessor of mysterjous powers of 

transformation inaccessible to half of the human race. In his Circe 

chapter he as author pre-empts this power, endowing inanimate objects 

such as buttons with language, a Jewish grandfather with wings, and 

his humane but masochistic hero with a sex change. He uses the power 

to transform to effect a massive exposure and detonation of cultural 

hypocrisies and contradictions. Bloom and Stephen walk away from the 

Circe chapter and the chaos of Nighttown with a much firmer sense of 

where they are going. Home to Molly, as it turns out, to a cherish-

ing of sexuality and of life which hae always been there to come back 

to. 

Similarly, in Margaret Atwood's cycle of Circe poems, Circe 

herself i5 not the sole possessor of the power to transform. 
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Although on her island men do take on animal forms, it i5 as the 

result of a collaborative effort: she permits to happen what they 

seeretly will. Atwood's series, like Joyce's chapter, is really an 

exposure of the dualism, of the whole folly of projecting on to Woman 

the burden and delight of the carnality which we all bear. This 

Ciree is bored and heartsiek with the role into which she has been 

cast, although she is not above playing it for all that it is worth 

from time to time. Her last words, however, are a renuneiation of 

the role and a wistful imagining of what life and relationship would 

be like if men and women cast aside the securities of power hierar-

chies and together faced the mystery of their existence. What if? 

she asks. 

l wish to second her question. What would our tenure on this 

planet be like if we wholeheartedly accepted our identity as 

spiritual animals who long for the eternal but who are capable of 

finding it only in the moment in which we stand rooted? Perhaps then 

there would be no need for Circe myths, with aIl the freight they 

carry concerning sexual hostility and vuInerabiIity and control, and 

no need for Circe's emphatic reminder to those who come to her door 

that they are, unmistakably, creatures. Perhaps then Circe herself 

would suffer a death as gentle and natural as the one which Homer's 

Teiresias predicts for Odysseus. 
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Appendix. Britomart's Dream in Isis Church 

l wiah ta examine Britomart's dream in v.vii.12-16 primarily in 

the light which Spenser's chief source for the Isis Chuch episode, 

Plutarch'a "Of Isis and Osiris," sheds upon it. Here is a brief 

synopsis of the dream and of the circumstances which provoke it: 

Britomart cornes to the temple of Isis, who, Spenser tells us, is 

"a Goddesse of great powre and sauerainty" representing "that part of 

Iustice, which is Equity," on her way to liberate Artegall from the 

captivity which Radigund has imposed upon him. She kneels before the 

cult statue, which shows Isis standing with one foot upon a crocodile 

whose tail wreathes her legs, and pays homage to the goddess. Right 

befare Britomart falls asleep at the statue's feet, it inclines 

towards her, seeming ta promise favor and good fortune. Then 

Britomart dreams that she is one of Isis' priestesses, dressed in a 

gown of white linen which suddenly is transformed to a robe of royal 

scarlet. She is happy also to find a golden crown upon her head. 

But her felicity is interrupted by a raging fire which threatens to 

engulf the temple. Suddenly the crocodile sleeping at the idol's 

feet bestirs itself and greedily swallows the flames. He threatens 

to devour Britomart too, until she beats him back with her wando At 

that point he becomes meek and amorous; she accepts him as her lover 

and bears him a lion-son. The impropriety of these last events 

shocks Britomart awake and, in confusion and horror, she tells her 
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dream to the Chief Priest. He tells her not to fear, for the 

crocodile is a figure both for "the righteou8 knight that is thy 

faithfull louer" (Artegall) and for the god Osiris, whose sternness 

i8 held in check by th~ merciful nature of his wife, Isis. The dream 

foretells, according ta the priest, the strong royal progeny of 

Artegall and Britomart. 

This dream wou Id seem to be perfectly straightforward, since 

Spenser himself (through the words of the priest) interprets it 

within the text. Two dk~ficulties, however, arise. First the 

dream's message that justice should be tempered by mercy does not 

accord well with the ending of Book V. Second, Spenser' s use of the 

crocodile image is highly ambiguous and becomes even more ambiguous 

when we discover how P lutarch uses the image. 

What does Book V as a whole have to say about the relationship 

of mercy to justice? Although Iater in canto vii Britomart--with the 

dream and its interpretation fresh in her mind--does restrain Talus 

from killing aU of Radigund' s wornen, her Isis-like influence is 

nowhere to be feit in canto xii, wherein Artegaii and Talus together 

slaughter Irish rebels who are thinly di3guised as the soldiers of 

Grantorto. The "true Iustice" Artegaii deais out consists of whole

sale destruction: "Not one was left, that durst her [Irena) once have 

disobayd" (xii. 25.9). Spenser' s on!.y regret about this justice is 

that it ls stayed before hidden offenders have been ferreted out and 

punished. Detraction's charge that Artegaii is gulity of "reproch

full cruelties" is clearly meant to be interpreted as Ioathsome 

slander, but it rings unfortunately true. 
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The poet' s attitude in canto xii is entirely consistent with the 

one he was to adopt several years later in A View of the Present 

State of Ireland. This prose treatise, written to persuade Elizabeth 

to deal more firmly with the rebeIs, states that "our feare is leste 

yOUl:: Maiestes wonted merciful minde should againe be wrought to your 

wonted milde courses and perswaded [that] by some milde meanes either 

of pardons or proteccions, this rebelliouse nacion may be againe 

brought to sorne good conformacion . . . "1 Much as Spenser may have 

wished Britomart' s dream vision to be a guide for judicious conduct, 

he was--if he deemed the necessity pressing enough--willing to 

sacri fice its illuminations. The dream chafes against his overall 

allegory. 

The fit bet ween dream and a llegory in Book V becomes even more 

awkward when we realize what Plutarch has to say about crocodiles in 

"Of Isis and Osir ls." Spenser scholars have eagerly pursued corre-

spondences between details of ritualistic practlces in Isis Church 

and in Plutarch' s account, but they have unaccountably ignored 

Plutarch' s references to the rapacious reptile. Plut arch mentions 

the crC'codile several times, but in his most important reference to 

it he associates the beast with Osiris' archenemy Typhon (which is 

Plutarch' s Greek name for the evil or contrary Egyptian god Set): 

When things are going along in a proper way and making 
rapid progress towards th€' right end, the power of Typhon 
obstructs them. For this reason they [the Egyptians] 
assign to him the most stupid of the domesticated animaIs, 
the as::!, and of the wild animaIs, the most savage, the 
crocodile and the hippopotamus . . . And they relate that 

1 Spenser, A View of the Present State of Ireland, vol. 9 of The 
Works of Edmund Spensf'r: A Variorum Edition (Baltimore, 1945), p. 242. 
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'l'yphon escaped Horus by turning into a crocodile, and they 
would make out that aIl anirr.als and plants and incidents 
that are bad and harmful are the deeds and parts and 
movements of Typhon. 2 
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Just as Osiris represents the positive male fructlfying power in the 

universe,3 Typhon (or Set) represents its destructive counterpart and 

is responsible for Osiris' death and dismemberment. With bold 

originality and with a truth perhaps inadvertent, Spenser conflales 

these two male principles in his use of the crocodile image. His 

association of a living Osiris with the beast seem3 to have no 

convincing precedent in Egyptian myth and iconography, although 

drawings do exist which show the mummy of Osiris being borne on the 

back of the crocodile-god Sebak. 4 P lutarch also provides a source 

for the relationship of Isis to the crocodile within the dream. He 

says that crocodiles show fear and reverence for this goddess, and 

adds that Isis showed mercy upon Typhon, refusing to put him to death 

when her son Horus delivered him to her in chains.5 In both Plutarch 

and Renaissance sources the crocodile is associated with voracity, 

and in emblem books it also represents guile, hypocrisy and lust. 6 

2 Plutarch, "Of Isis and Osiris," 49 and 50, in Moralia, trans. 
Frank Cole Babbitt (Loeb Classical Library; London, 1969), V, 123. 
Plutarch is fascinated with Typhon and devotes as much altention le 
him as to Osiris. 

3 In Sgyptian mythology Osiris is also the judge of the newly 
dead, deciding which shall rece_ive immortality. See E. A. Wallis 
Budge, Osiris and the Sgyptian Resurrection (New York, 1973), pp. 
305-347. Plutarch does not much dwell on Osiris as judgù of the dead. 

4 Jane Aptekar, Icons of Justice (New York, 1969), p. 91. 
Except for this one detail, Aptekar builds a very weak case for the 
association of Osiris with the crocodile in places other than 
Spenser . 

5 Plutarch, "Of Isis and Osiris," 18 and 19; pp. 45, 49. 

6 Aptekar, pp. 95, 105. 
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Since Plutarch, whom l tnke to be Spenser's chief source for the 

crocodile image, is almost entirely negative concerning it, Spenser's 

use of the reptile as a figure for Artegall is highly jntriguing. 

Through this device Spenser is acknowledging, l believe, the shadow 

side of justice and the shadow side of love. Britomart is shocked by 

the beast's threatened attack upon her in the dream, but later 

accepts him sexually and bears him a son. On one level the dream is 

telling this virgin-warrior what P.=auty and the Beast fairy tales 

have been telling generations of young girls: that to enjoy the 

sweetness of ~exùality you must first accept its bestialjty. On 

another and more complex level, Spenser seems to be warning himself 

that the impulse to destroy (Typon-Set) can easily masquerade as the 

desire to impose justice, and therefore both should be subject to a 

higher, more compassionate power. His archetypal imagery expresses 

subtleties of meaning which his ideology will not tolerate. It is 

entirely possible that in Britomart's dream Spenser is indirectly 

critiquing his own ardent imperialism. 

In any case, generations of readers of the Isis Church episode 

have b'i!en struck by the dream' s compelling imagery, which seems to 

spring directly from someone's unconscious, whether Britomart's or 

Spenser's. Its quality is like that of our own most powerful 

nighttime dreams, which tell us as dreamers what we need, but do not 

want, to know. 
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