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Abstract 

This thesis examines reception of Classical authors in Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the 

Lock. The first chapter is concerned with the reception of Catullus 66 and the active character of 

Berenice II. The chapter also analyzes how Pope’s Belinda is a negation of Berenice II’s agency, 

making her a passive character and victim. Chapter 2 focuses on Pope’s use of Homeric type 

scenes and tropes as a more direct interaction with Classical epic. Through irony, he establishes 

the poem’s situation in which Belinda exists as an antihero. Chapter 3 examines Pope’s use of 

Virgilian epic reception to continue the characterization of Belinda as an antihero. By examining 

the Classical reception in The Rape of the Lock, Belinda’s character can be read as an antihero 

which reexamines her narrative of victimhood.  
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I. Reception of Catullus 66 in Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock 

On the surface level, Pope’s The Rape of the Lock is about a woman, Belinda, whose lock 

of hair is cut without her consent. The poem was prompted by an actual occurrence in Pope’s 

circle of friends, but it owes inspiration to Classical sources as well. The Alexandrian Greek 

poet, Callimachus, wrote an aetiological elegy about the transformation of a lock sacrificed by 

the Ptolemaic queen Berenice II into the coma Berenices constellation, and the Roman poet, 

Catullus, translated it into Latin as his poem 66. In both Callimachus’s and Catullus’s poems, the 

lock is the speaker. Pope fetishizes the lock while taking away its narrative voice. His obsessive 

focus on the lock as a trophy overshadows Belinda as the figure of importance in the poem to the 

point where she has little to no agency of her own. The reduction of Belinda’s importance 

contrasts with Catullus’s portrayal of a dynamic Berenice II who is the primary actor of poem 

66. The allotment of agency to the characters of the two poems is different, but even when 

Belinda demonstrates some agency of her own, her actions are ineffectual and ultimately render 

her a passive figure. Pope’s lock is a silent and fetishized object, whereas Catullus’s coma is an 

eloquent speaker when describing Berenice’s dedication and her own wish to rejoin Berenice’s 

head. The coma famously becomes a constellation, and her status as an innocent victim of 

Berenice’s oath is felt in the coma’s anguish at not rejoining her mistress’s head. The contrasting 

fates of the locks in each poem speak to the differing capacity that both Belinda and Berenice II 

have to effect change within their worlds. 

 Catullus 66—and therefore Callimachus’s elegy about Berenice’s coma—commemorate 

an actual event. Queen Berenice II dedicated a lock of her hair upon the safe return of her 

husband from war. The coma subsequently disappeared from the temple. Conon of Samos, an 
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astronomer in the Ptolemaic court, identified it with a hitherto unremarked star cluster.1 After 

assuring the reader of Conon’s expertise as a stargazer (1-6), the coma describes how he 

recognized her in the night sky: 

 idem me ille Conon caelesti in lumine vidit 

    e Beroniceo uertice caesariem 

 fulgentem clare, quam multis illa dearum 

    levia protendens brachia pollicita est, (7-10)2 

that same man, Conon, recognized me, a lock from Berenice’s head, in the heavenly 

light, shining brightly, which she extending her smooth arms promised to many of the 

goddesses,3 

Latin nouns and adjectives inherently have gender, but as the speaker of the poem, the coma is 

feminine. Thus Catullus’s poem can be said to have a female speaker. This is noteworthy for the 

agency it gives to a female voice even though that female voice is the construction of a male 

poet. The coma as a constellation is described as “fulgentem clare,” shining brightly, in the night 

sky, but the adverb “clare” can be translated in multiple ways. While it can mean “bright” or 

“clear,” it can also denote “famous” or “renowned.” The reading that the constellation is shining 

“famously” connects with the aetiological purpose of the poem. Catullus 66 later inspires Pope to 

use this motif in his own poem. Whereas in The Rape of the Lock, the lock and its cutting are an 

infamous incident that created conflict among Arabella, Pope, and their circle of friends, Catullus 

66 praises Berenice II and the vow she made.  

                                                           
1 Dee L. Clayman, "Berenice and her Lock," in Transactions of the American Philological Association, vol. 141, no. 

2 (2011): 229-230.  
2 All Catullus citations are to the OCT. C. Valerius Catullus, Carmina: recognovit brevique adnotatione critica 

instruxit, ed. R.A.B. Mynors (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 75-76.  
3 All Latin translations are my own.  
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 In both poems, the first appearance of each main character indicates whether she is a 

passive victim or the controlling figure. Just as Belinda was based upon the real-life friend of 

Pope, Arabella Fermor, Catullus’s Berenice II is modeled upon the Egyptian queen Berenice II 

who had been married to Ptolemy III. Shortly after they were married, Ptolemy went off to war 

in Syria, and Berenice II vowed a lock of her hair for his victorious and safe return. He did 

return, and when he did, she dedicated the lock in a temple from where it disappeared. In 

Catullus 66, Berenice II is introduced by the coma: “quam multis illa dearum/ levia protendens 

brachia pollicita est,” (9-10). 

 Which she, extending her smooth arms, promised to many of the goddesses, 

Berenice’s introduction casts her in an active role that differs from Pope’s introduction of the 

sleeping Belinda. Because she remains an active figure throughout the poem, her first appearance 

is in the act of dedicating her coma to the gods in exchange for her husband’s return. The coma 

goes on to describe her wedding night which portrays Berenice II as a lover as equally passionate 

and assertive as her husband: “qua rex tempestate novo auctus hymenaeo/ vastatum finis iuerat 

Assyrios,/ dulcia nocturnae portans vestigia rixae,”(11-13). 

 at which time her king enriched by a new marriage had gone to devastate the 

Syrian borders, carrying the sweet vestiges of their nighttime battle 

Ptolemy is “auctus,” enriched politically and socially, by the marriage, and there is also an 

emotional side to their relationship. Their wedding night is characterized by “dulcia…vestigia 

rixae,” “sweet traces of a brawl.” Even though the section ostensibly describes Ptolemy, 

Berenice’s engagement during their wedding night is as a willing partner. It is also presents a 

romantic characterization of Berenice. In contrast, Belinda is not romanticized as Berenice II is. 

At the beginning of The Rape of the Lock, Belinda’s waking demand for her maid is futile and 
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goes unanswered, but from the outset of Catullus 66, the reader knows that Berenice’s actions 

mattered. Her husband returned safe and victorious, and she paid her vow by dedicating the 

coma which then disappeared from the temple. The catasterism of the coma at the end of the 

poem shows that Berenice’s agency extended to the divine and cosmic sphere to create a new 

constellation. The significance of her actions gives them a meaning that Belinda’s actions do not 

have.  

 The language that the coma uses to refer to Berenice II glorifies her rather than 

diminishes her. In fact, when reviewing the events preceding the catasterism of her coma, the 

poem’s speaker, the coma herself, emphasizes the active role that Berenice II took in shaping her 

future: “anne bonum oblita es facinus, quo regium adepta es/ coniugium, quod non fortior ausit 

alis?” (27-28). 

Can it be that you forgot the noble deed, by which you gained a royal marriage, which 

another stronger would not risk? 

The “bonum facinus” that the poem is referring to is the murder of Demetrius the Fair, to whom 

Berenice II had been married as a young girl and with whom Berenice’s mother, Apame, was 

having an affair. Berenice II was involved in the assassination when she broke in on her mother 

and Demetrius, but her mother was not killed. The coma is asking a rhetorical question because 

of course Berenice II has not forgotten the incident, and the reader would not have forgotten it 

either. By providing this kind of insight into Berenice’s backstory, the poem presents a Berenice 

II who had an active role in shaping the course of her life from the time she was a young girl 

until she married Ptolemy III. The speaker asserts that Berenice II had been high-minded, 

“magnanimam” (26) from girlhood, “a parva virgine” (26). Using the rhetorical question 

establishes Berenice’s character more convincingly and effectively. The rhetorical question also 
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portrays Berenice II as gaining something from her second marriage, an alliance that benefitted 

her kingdom of Cyrene. Berenice II gains a “regium coniugium,” a royal marriage, and her 

actions directly led to that. Earlier in the poem, Berenice II was shown to be an equal partner in 

her marriage, and here she is shown to have taken the initiative in bringing about her marriage to 

Ptolemy III. The language of “ausit” and “fortiori” emphasize the risk that Berenice II undertook. 

 Catullus 66 ends with the coma wishing to be reunited with Berenice’s head, using 

imagery of stars and constellations that glance back to the poem’s astronomical introduction. 

While the coma has an active role as the poem’s speaker, there is still something she can’t 

achieve: “sidera corruerint utinam!coma regia fiam,/ proximus Hydrochoi fulgeret Oarion!” (93-

94), “if only the stars would fall down! I would be the queen’s lock, and let Orion shine near 

Aquarius!” The subjunctive moods of “corruerint” and “fiam” express the coma’s desire to once 

again be a lock on Berenice’s head. The present tense of the optative “fiam” conveys that the 

coma’s desire is possible even though the context indicates it is not. The coma speaks from a 

place of collateral damage as an innocent victim of Berenice’s dedication, but the coma is not the 

main agent of the poem. Berenice II is, and her dedication of the lock is seen as an admirable and 

pious action. She does not speak in the poem, but the coma’s agency as the storyteller does not 

overwhelm Berenice’s agency even if she does not have any dialogue. In contrast, Belinda does 

speak in Pope’s The Rape of the Lock, but she is not an agent.  

 For the scenario of his mock epic-poem, Pope draws upon Catullus’s elegy but adds some 

key differences. Structurally, the lock is not Pope’s speaker, and Belinda’s lock of hair holds 

more significance as the object of the Baron’s violent obsession. The first appearances of the 

characters speak to their characterization in the rest of their respective poems as a passive victim 

or as the main agent. When we first meet Belinda, she is sleeping.   
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 Thrice rung the bell, the slipper knocked the ground,   

 And the pressed watch returned a silver sound. 

 Belinda still her downy pillow pressed, 

 Her guardian Sylph prolonged the balmy rest. (1.17-20)4 

In line 17, she calls for her maid, Betty, and even knocks the ground with a slipper to call for her. 

Although these are Belinda’s actions, Pope’s phrasing in making the bell and the slipper the 

verbal subjects removes her agency from the events. Furthermore, Belinda’s attempt to wake up 

was futile as her “guardian Sylph” was keeping her asleep. Pope includes a cadre of supernatural 

sylphs, sprites, and gnomes in this poem as attendants to Belinda. Even though they are generally 

on her side, Belinda is not able to assert power over them. This is an establishing moment for 

how her agency is entwined with that of the sylphs. The sylph “prolonged the balmy rest” (20) 

thereby extending Belinda’s sleep and her state of inactivity. The motives of the sylphs as 

characters are benevolent, but the sylphs are always able to override any actions Belinda takes on 

her own. Her first appearance therefore shows a lack of agency since the choice of whether she 

should wake up or stay asleep is made for her by her “guardian Sylph” (17), and there is a lack of 

significance attached to her actions. In her first appearance, Belinda’s agency on the level of the 

plot is overridden by the sylph, and on the level of language, Pope’s phrasing attributes actions to 

the objects rather than to Belinda.  

Another pattern of behavior in Belinda is how her actions are prompted by an external 

force. When it is time for her to rise: “Shock, who thought she slept too long,/ Leaped up, and 

waked his mistress with his tongue” (1.115-116). It is noteworthy that our first glimpses of 

                                                           
4 All Pope citations are to The Longman Anthology of British Literature. Alexander Pope, “The Rape of the Lock: 

An Heroi-comical Poem in Five Cantos,” in The Longman Anthology of British Literature: volume 1C the 

restoration and the eighteenth century, ed. David Damrosch and Kevin J.H. Dettmar (New York: Pearson 

Education, Inc., 1999), 2472. 
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Belinda show her as a reactive character, one who is responding to external stimuli for her 

actions. This becomes more marked later in the poem when chagrin poured on her by Umbriel 

incites her to rebuke the Baron. Since she is a reactive character who does not exert any 

meaningful control over her situation, Belinda is at the mercy of all the other characters. In Canto 

I, Ariel and Shock are benign, but Belinda’s situation becomes more dire when she encounters 

the Baron. She is the victim of his actions, and on her own, she will have no means of 

vindication. Belinda’s actions also involve gender dynamics. Ariel and the Baron are both male. 

In the case of Ariel, who is on Belinda’s side but ineffectual when it matters, his involvement as 

her “guardian Sylph” (20) is insufficient to protect her. In the case of the Baron, the situation is 

more sinister as she is the victim of male violence against her person. In each case, Belinda is 

powerless to defend herself against the actions of the male characters around her. Even though 

she is the main character of the poem, she is second tier when it comes to charting who has 

agency in the poem.  

 The other major scene in Canto I that features Belinda is when she is at her vanity table 

being adorned for the day by her maid Betty. It is another instance of her passivity in being an 

object of an action rather than its agent. At her dressing table, Betty “decks the goddess with the 

glittr’ing spoil” (1.132). Belinda is “the goddess” in this instance, and the descriptor is meant to 

heighten her beauty and interact with the elements of Classical epic that Pope includes in the 

poem. The statement that Belinda is adorned by “spoil” foreshadows the end of the poem when 

her lock of hair is cut and claimed by the Baron as a spoil of his conquest. Here, the “spoil” is 

not Belinda’s hair but rather the “various off’rings of the world” (1.130), the bounties of the 

British Empire, on Belinda’s vanity table. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “spoil” as 

“Goods, esp. such as are valuable, taken from an enemy or captured city in time of war; the 
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possessions of which a defeated enemy is deprived or stripped by the victor; in more general 

sense, any goods, property, territory, etc., seized by force, acquired by confiscation, or obtained 

by similar means; booty, loot, plunder.”5 This definition fits the idea that Belinda is outfitted 

with the spoils of English imperialism, but it can also apply to the lock as the Baron’s spoil. The 

valence of war is activated by the genre of the poem since it is a mock epic. The notion that a 

spoil is “seized by force” encodes the idea of violence into the lock of hair even before anything 

has happened to Belinda, the victim of male violence. In imperialism, war, and the definition of 

“spoil,” there is the implied concept of conquest and defeat. Belinda is decked in objects that 

symbolize the defeat of others while also becoming one of the defeated at the hands of the Baron. 

Belinda’s passivity is directly related to her fate as a victim.  

 The initial appearances of Berenice II and Belinda could not be more different: one is 

cast as an active character, the other is passive. In Canto II, the Baron, is introduced, and his 

entrance further defines the limits of Belinda’s agency. The Baron is a domineering and sinister 

figure who is the antagonist of Pope’s poem:  

   “Th' advent'rous Baron the bright locks admired; 

 He saw, he wished, and to the prize aspired: 

 Resolved to win, he meditates the way, 

 By force to ravish, or by fraud betray; 

 For when success a lover's toil attends, 

 Few ask, if fraud or force attained his ends. (2.29-34) 

This passage further develops the reader’s understanding of Belinda’s character and the scope of 

her passivity by presenting the impression of her through another character, that of the Baron. 

                                                           
5 "spoil, n." OED Online, Oxford University Press. Accessed 31 March 2018. www.oed.com/view/Entry/187260.  
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The word “prize” in line 30 recalls the “glittr’ing spoil” (1.132) with which Belinda was adorned 

earlier in the poem. Earlier, the “spoil” did not refer to Belinda’s hair, here, “prize” is closely 

associated with her hair as it can refer to “the bright locks” in the previous line. The connotations 

of sexual violence in “ravish” can extend the meaning of “prize” to refer to Belinda herself, as an 

assault on her hair is an assault on her whole person. In this reading, Belinda is reduced to being 

the prize of a conquest, and this is how she is viewed by the Baron. In her first appearance, 

Belinda’s waking and sleeping were not under her control; in this passage, she is again the 

weaker in a power imbalance. The narrator is aware of this threat the Baron poses to her and 

demonstrates this fact in “Few ask, if fraud or force attained his ends.” Thus the poem compels 

the reader to ask this question. It is one matter for the reader to perceive Belinda as a reactive 

character who lacks agency throughout the poem, but adding that same reading focalized through 

one of the poem’s characters underscores the extent of Belinda’s lack of agency. Whether the 

outcome of her limited agency is meaningful is irrelevant because she does not have any agency 

in the Baron’s eyes.  

 There is a scene in Pope’s poem where Belinda does exhibit some agency, but it is 

tainted. In Canto III of The Rape of the Lock, Belinda takes part in a card game, ombre, in which 

she is victorious: “…the king unseen/ Lurked in her hand, and mourned his captive queen./…The 

nymph exulting fills with shouts the sky,/ The walls, the woods, and long canals reply” (3.95-

100). Pope’s mock-epic addition to his model reveals an instance where, on the surface, Belinda 

sets out to do something, and she succeeds. Her agency is complicated by the result. Berenice 

II’s “bonum facinus” had personal, political, and cosmic repercussions, but Belinda’s success is 

limited to a trivial card game and has no greater significance for her circumstances. The text also 

undercuts her victory in the subsequent lines: “Sudden these honors shall be snatched away,/ 
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And cursed forever this victorious day” (3.103-104). The focus of the poem also shifts away to 

prepare for the scene when the Baron cuts Belinda’s hair. By confining the sole circumstance 

where Belinda is allowed to be an active character to a card game, Pope constricts Belinda’s role 

so she is not able to affect the narrative in a meaningful way, as when she needs to defend 

herself. The context in which Belinda is able to have agency and achieve success belittles her 

actions as a female agent.  

 Belinda’s passivity is central to her character in the poem. Only with supernatural 

intervention is she able to appear to be an active agent. After her lock is cut off, the sylphs 

intervene, and Umbriel helps Belinda: “Full o’er their heads the swelling bag he rent,/ And all 

the furies issued at the vent./ Belinda burns with more than moral ire” (4.91-93). Before he 

poured “chagrin” (4.77) over Belinda, she had been crying in Thalestris’s arms. This anger did 

not originate in Belinda, but instead came from the realm of the supernatural beings who are only 

able to help her after the fact. Though Umbriel, like Ariel, is a benign force, he is also unable to 

protect her. Belinda’s “more than mortal ire” does not compel her to seek restitution of her lock. 

Instead Thalestris goes to Sir Plume to seek the return of the lock. Belinda and Thalestris are 

unable to seek the return of the lock themselves and instead have to go through a male 

intermediary, and Belinda’s anger is aimless as it does not allow her to pursue restitution for her 

injury. In this instance, Belinda’s agency has no direction, and her plight is again mediated 

through a male figure.  

 In contrast to Catullus’s poem where the coma wants to reattach itself to the head of 

Berenice, Pope’s lock is not personified and does not have feelings of attachment. The actual 

catasterism of the lock is itself unclear:  

 A sudden star, it shot through liquid air, 
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 And drew behind a radiant trail of hair. 

 Not Berenice's locks first rose so bright, 

 The heav’ns bespangling with disheveled light. (5.127-130) 

The star is “sudden” which presents the catasterism from the perspective of an earthly spectator. 

Berenice II is mentioned by name in Pope’s poem as comparison both on a language and a poetic 

level. In Pope’s language, comparison with the mythological example shows how bright a star 

Belinda’s lock is. As a poetic allusion, Pope is acknowledging his source material even though 

his account of Belinda’s lock differs so much from its model. The light from Berenice II’s 

constellation is described as “disheveled” which is a transferred epithet properly applied to hair. 

The adjective fits with Berenice II, who was lamenting the absence of her husband when she 

vowed her coma, but “disheveled light” can suggest Belinda’s hair, disturbed because of the 

Baron’s aggression and her subsequent mourning and anger at what had happened to her.  

 The ending of the poem and the lock’s catasterism neither assuage Belinda’s injury nor 

reproach the Baron for his actions: 

  “Then cease, bright nymph! to mourn thy ravished Hair, 

 Which adds new glory to the shining sphere! 

 Not all the tresses that fair head can boast 

 Shall draw such envy as the lock you lost.” (5.141-144) 

The unidentified speaker urges Belinda—and by extension, Arabella—to move past the injury 

done to her after she cried “Restore the lock” (106). Her cries went unanswered, conforming to a 

by-now familiar pattern of Belinda exerting agency that results in no efficacious change. The 

speaker asserts that Belinda will be envied because her lock has become a constellation and will 

add “new glory to the shining sphere,” but this outcome ignores the wishes of the poem’s victim. 
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In this passage, “ravished Hair” recalls “to ravish” (2.32), one of the possible methods by which 

the Baron could obtain his “prize” (2.30). The connotations of sexual violence are present again 

because this was not just an injury to Belinda’s hair; it was an assault on her whole person. This 

sense of sexual violence is also activated by the title of the poem, The Rape of the Lock. The 

implications of theft, speed, and violence are all widely present in this poem.  

 Belinda is a negative foil to Berenice II’s agency. Yet the influence of Catullus 66 on 

Pope’s poem extends further, as Pope remakes the coma’s lament into the Baron’s victory cry in 

Canto 3:  

What time would spare, from steel receives its date, 

And monuments, like men, submit to fate! 

… 

What wonder then, fair nymph ! thy hairs should feel 

The conqu'ring force of unresisted steel? (3.171-172, 177-178) 

This passage, at the end of the Baron’s victory speech, closely imitates a portion of Catullus 66 

spoken by the lamenting coma: “sed qui se ferro postulet esse parem?/…quid facient crines, cum 

ferro talia cedant?” (42, 47). 

but who would claim that he himself is an equal to steel?... What will hairs do, since such 

things yield to iron? 

By placing the coma’s complaint in the mouth of the offending Baron, Pope is subverting 

the reader’s expectations for who would speak these lines. In Catullus 66, the coma complains 

about her fate as the innocent victim in Berenice II’s dedication, but in the Baron’s mouth, the 

words are ironic as he is not the victim. In appropriating the coma’s lament, the Baron transforms 

it into a boast of triumph. The valence of war and conquest is also reactivated in these lines. The 



15 

 

Baron mentions the “conqu’ring force of unresisted steel” when until now, the notion of 

conquest had only been implied by “glittr’ing spoil” (1.132). The use of “conqu’ring” solidifies 

the valence of conquest and further delineates the power imbalance between the Baron and 

Belinda.  

 In The Rape of the Lock, Alexander Pope’s Belinda is a literary echo of Berenice II, the 

heroine of Catullus 66. Queen Berenice II is characterized as a decisive figure who shapes the 

course of her life from young girlhood through her second marriage, and the catasterism of her 

coma commemorates her fidelity. Although Belinda is the protagonist of Pope’s poem, she has 

little agency of her own, and when she is able to exert it, that action does not achieve a 

meaningful result. Ultimately, Belinda’s passivity arises not from a lack of capability but from 

the efficacy that would make her capability meaningful. Her passivity as an antihero stems both 

from her own limited agency and from the futility of her actions.   

 

II. Reception of Homer’s Iliad in Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock 

Besides his use of Catullus 66 as a narrative model, Pope employed tropes and type 

scenes from Homer’s Iliad and Vergil’s Aeneid. As we have seen, Belinda herself is an antihero, 

defined by her lack of a heroic trait, the agency which would have characterized her as the hero 

of the poem. To create a matrix for her lack of agency, Pope inserts Belinda into epic type scenes 

and surrounds her with tropes that are ironized and satiric. His use of Homeric reception shows a 

more unmediated interaction than between him and Vergil. The genre of heroic epic and its 

accompanying tropes and type scenes were the scaffold on which Homer told his story about 

Achilles’s rage and the war at Troy. Themes of male honor, status, and the glory of heroes 

permeate the Iliad, but those themes are not relevant to Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock 
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even though Pope modeled scenes from his poem upon these specific moments. The satire and 

irony that Pope applies to the scenes changes their meaning. In The Rape of the Lock, ironized 

scenes from epic create the mock-epic matrix in which the characters operate, but Pope treats 

neither the characters nor the type scenes with the same gravitas that Homer does.  

The Iliad begins conventionally by invoking the Muse for inspiration:  

Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus’ son Achilleus 

and its devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaians, 

hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades strong souls 

of heroes, but gave their bodies to the delicate feasting  

of dogs, of all birds, and the will of Zeus accomplished 

since that time when first there stood in division of conflict 

Atreus’ son the lord of men and brilliant Achilleus. (1-7)6 

The first lines of the Iliad are programmatic, describing its principal subject, “the anger of 

Peleus’ son Achilleus” (1) and its destructive effects. These lines set the scene for portraying an 

internal conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon that damaged the Greek host. By removing 

himself and his men from the fighting, Achilles is implicated in the unnecessary loss of life that 

would not have happened if he had been fighting. Even though much of the poem focuses on the 

war at Troy, according to the invocation, the war is not the subject of the Iliad. At the outset of 

the poem, the conflict is outlined to emphasize Achilles’s rage and the strife it created within the 

Greek host. 

                                                           
6 All Homer citations are to Richmond Lattimore’s translation of the Iliad. Homer, The Iliad of Homer: Translated 

and with an Introduction by Richard Lattimore, trans. Richmond Lattimore (University of Chicago Press, 1951), 75.  
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The invocation in Pope’s The Rape of the Lock focuses on an external assault, the assault 

of the Baron on Belinda. Like Homer, Pope also invokes a goddess to sing: 

Say what strange motive, Goddess! could compel 

A well-bred lord t' assault a gentle belle? 

O say what stranger cause, yet unexplored, 

Could make a gentle belle reject a lord?  

In tasks so bold, can little men engage,   

And in soft bosoms dwells such mighty rage? (1.7-12)  

The principal narrative for Pope’s Muse does not concern an internal conflict. While Homer’s 

invocation outlines the tension in the Greek camp, there is not the same understanding that the 

Baron and Belinda are on the same side. In Pope’s poem, they are treated only as adversaries. 

The tone of Pope’s poem is also satiric as the rhetorical questions the speaker asks have implied 

answers. The use of overblown language treats Belinda’s assault as trivial. The escalation from 

“strange” to “stranger,” “tasks so bold,” and “such might rage” all inflate the situation to epic 

proportions; the mention of “rage” is even a thematic tie back to Achilles’s rage. The valence of 

sexual violence is encoded by “rape” in the poem’s title, and “assault” (1.8) underscores that 

sense of violence against Belinda, the “gentle belle” of the invocation. The impending threat 

against her sets the tone of the poem and contrasts strongly with the overinflated language that 

pushes this poem into the realm of mock-epic and away from the gravitas of Homer.  

Achilles’s conflict with Agamemnon occurs in the first book of the Iliad. Achilles takes 

his oath to not fight based on what he considers a justified slight. Agamemnon feels he is lacking 

a prize that he is owed, and thus takes Briseis from Achilles. Achilles is enraged and swears this 

oath in his confrontation with Agamemnon: 
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…And this shall be a great oath before you:/ 

some day longing for Achilleus will come to the sons of the Achaians, 

all of them. Then stricken at heart though you be, you will be able 

to do nothing, when in their numbers before man-slaughtering Hektor 

they drop and die. And then you will eat out the heart within you 

in sorrow, that you did no honor to the best of the Achaians.” (1.239-244)  

Achilles and Agamemnon are both acting on the idea that their honor and status entitles them to 

tribute, namely the possession of women who are treated as markers of status. Agamemnon as a 

king and leader of the Greek forces determines his claim overrules Achilles’s claim as “the best 

of the Achaians” and the best fighter. The female bodies of Chryseis and Briseis are how the 

status of Achilles and Agamemnon is being quantified. Thus in Homer, the loss of Briseis 

warrants an oath this serious from Achilles. Showing the scene of conflict in more detail after 

alluding to it in the invocation underscores the internal conflict among the Greeks. Achilles’s 

oath and the conflict with Agamemnon are not treated as ironic or satiric as they will be when 

Pope places this oath in the mouth of the Baron.  

In the trend of ironizing Homeric situations, Pope takes Achilles’s oath against 

Agamemnon and gives it to the Baron to declaim against Thalestris and the other characters in 

general. Pope’s typical use of irony is applied directly to this scene in Canto 4:  

But by this lock, this sacred lock I swear, 

(Which never more shall join its parted hair, 

Which never more its honors shall renew, 

Clipped from the lovely head where late it grew) 

That while my nostrils draw the vital air, 
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This hand, which won it shall forever wear.” (4.133-138)  

In Homer’s Iliad, Achilles feels deeply wronged by Agamemnon’s actions against him. The 

irony in Pope’s imitation is that the Baron is not the victim. Homer treats Achilles as the 

wronged one, but it is really Briseis who suffers. There is an inversion in the Baron’s speech as 

he gained the lock of hair where Achilles lost Briseis. In both instances, male characters are 

objectifying and possessing female characters. In Belinda’s case, it is only a lock of her hair, but 

it is metonymy for her. Therefore the cutting of her lock symbolizes physical possession of her 

because the Baron’s assault demonstrated his power over her person. The use of “won” to 

describe how he acquired the lock reflects the notion that the hair is a spoil to him, and as a spoil, 

the valences of force, plunder, conquest, and war are activated.  

The genealogy of important objects is also a feature of epic. Agamemnon’s scepter 

receives this treatment to emphasize its nobility and that of its bearer. 

…Powerful Agamemnon/ 

stood up holding the scepter Hephaistos had wrought him carefully. 

Hephaistos gave it to Zeus the king, son of Kronos, 

and Zeus in turn gave it to the courier Argeiphontes, 

and lord Hermes gave it to Pelops, the driver of horses, 

and Pelops again gave it Atreus, the shepherd of the people. 

Atreus dying left it to Thyestes of the rich flocks, 

and Thyestes left it in turn to Agamemnon to carry 

and to be lord of many islands and over all Argos. (2.100-108)  

The description of the scepter’s lineage elevates its status and, by extension, Agamemnon’s 

status as one of the leading figures of the Greek army. Its prior owners include both divinities 
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and mortal men, and the inclusion of divinities elevates the status of both the scepter and 

Agamemnon. Agamemnon’s status as a king is mentioned repeatedly in the Iliad, and the 

scepter’s lineage reflects that importance by naming Zeus as its first owner and specifying him as 

“the king.” The scepter is a symbol of royal power that Agamemnon specifically wields so his 

status as a king is emphasized by the choice of object that has a given genealogy and by the 

genealogy itself.  

In Canto 5, Belinda takes part in a fight with the other characters, and Pope includes a 

genealogy of Belinda’s bodkin, a hair pin, that recalls Homer’s account of Agamemnon’s 

scepter:  

(The same, his ancient personage to deck, 

Her great great grandsire wore about his neck 

In three seal rings; which after, melted down, 

Formed a vast buckle for his widow’s gown: 

Her infant grandame’s whistle next it grew, 

The bells she jingled, and the whistle blew; 

Then in a bodkin graced her mother’s hairs, 

Which long she wore, and now Belinda wears.) (5.88-96)  

The insertion of the genealogy furthers the irony Pope applies to his use of Homeric passages. In 

the Iliad, Agamemnon’s scepter is a symbol of power as he is a king. In The Rape of the Lock, it 

is bathetic that the object, worthy of several lines of genealogy, is a hair pin. The scale of 

comparison is humorous. Instead of a symbol of power, Pope traces the bodkin’s genealogy 

through its incarnations as necklace, a belt buckle, a baby’s whistle, and finally as Belinda’s hair 

pin. In the Iliad, the scepter is traced through a line of kings, but the connecting line in Pope’s 
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genealogy is Belinda’s family. The triviality of the hair pin compared with the scepter is further 

underscored by both the hair pin’s previous incarnations as adornments and a baby’s toy and the 

small scale of a family.  

Sarpedon gives a famous speech to Glaukos in book 12 about what it is to be a good 

ruler, what a good ruler deserves, and how to face death with honor. The speech is another 

illustration of what comprises male status. Sarpedon asks Glaukos why they are “honored before 

others/ with pride of place” (12.310-311) and why “all men look on us as if we were immortals” 

(12.312). The long question that Sarpedon poses distills down to how honor is merited. 

Sarpedon’s answer is to say that it is “our duty in the forefront of the Lykians/to take our stand” 

(12.315-316) so that their countrymen will admire them. His answer does not explain why 

warriors deserve honors in the first place, but it establishes that the tributes of “choice meats” 

(12.311) and other fineries fuel their strength which in turn deserves the recognition of the 

Lykian people. When faced with death, Sarpedon urges Glaukos to “go on and win glory for 

ourselves” (12.328). Their glory is inextricably tied to the morbidity of warfare. The connection 

between warfare, death, and glory is strengthened by the presentation of death as an enemy. 

Death is described as “the spirits of death” that “stand close about us/ in their thousands” 

(12.326-327) in language that could describe a column of soldiers. The Iliad is a poem about 

war, but Sarpedon’s speech is about what makes a good ruler. The connection is that glory in 

warfare is part of what comprises male status.   

In Pope’s poem, Sarpedon’s speech about what makes an honorable ruler is turned into a 

critique of female vanity. The questions of what is honorable for a woman and how to face death 

are at the core of Clarissa’s speech, but, whereas Sarpedon’s speech was directed to Glaukos, her 

words are directed to Belinda and women in general. Her speech emphasizes that beauty will 
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inevitably fade and, given the universal mortality of human beings, that character is more 

important. 

But since, alas! frail beauty must decay, 

Curled or uncurled, since locks will turn to grey, 

Since painted or not painted, all shall fade, 

And she who scorns a man must die a maid; 

What then remains, but well our pow’r to use, 

And keep good humor still whate’er we lose? (5.25-30)  

While Sarpedon preached winning martial glory in the face of death, Clarissa tells Belinda that 

her beauty, her glory, are temporary and that death can claim them. Sarpedon’s speech describes 

an opportunity for glory, but Clarissa warns glory is inevitably lost. “And keep good humor still 

whate’er we lose” is a reference to the Baron’s assault on Belinda. The question is posed to the 

characters as well as to the reader who is meant to understand how wrong Clarissa is. Clarissa 

ends her speech with a rallying cry and her ultimate message about focusing on character rather 

than outward appearances: 

And trust me, dear! good humor can prevail,  

When airs, and flights, and screams, and scolding fail. 

Beauties in vain their pretty eyes may roll; 

Charms strike the sight, but merit wins the soul.” (5.32-34)  

This speech is near the beginning of the final canto and is a famous portion of the poem. The 

polysyndeton of “[w]hen airs, and flights, and screams, and scolding fail” (32) emphasizes each 

item in Clarissa’s list. This slows down the reading of the line, forcing the reader to linger on 

every one. The resulting effect is an exaggerated importance placed on each. Pope has used 
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exaggeration throughout the poem. Here it functions to show the reader that Clarissa is not to be 

believed. She misunderstands why Belinda is upset, thinking that Belinda’s anger results from 

her beauty being slighted rather than from the Baron’s assault. The phrase “[c]harms strike the 

sight” (34), in which Clarissa takes “[c]harms” to mean character, is false because the Baron did 

not cut Belinda’s hair because he admired her personality. Clarissa and Sarpedon are both talking 

about behavior deserving of honor, but the contexts of their observations are entirely different. 

Pope keeps the core points from Sarpedon’s speech, but overlays them with concerns of vanity, 

thereby creating irony.  

Both actual combat and athletic contests, like those of Patroclus’s funeral games, can 

award the victors status as a warrior, but funeral games do not have life or death stakes. The 

mock warfare of the chariot racing scene in book 23 of the Iliad establishes a simulation with 

honor at stake as a test case that replicates the more deadly struggle for glory in war. Just as they 

do in the war, the gods help their favorites to succeed in the games. The gods’ favoritism makes 

the games into a small-scale facsimile of the actual combat. The schematic line up of the gods in 

the chariot race casts the funeral games as a microcosm for understanding the larger warfare, and 

even though the games are a smaller scale version with lower stakes, they are treated just as 

soberly as the actual fighting. The same sense of importance and gravity that is applied to the 

combat and conflict between Agamemnon and Achilles is attributed to the mock warfare of the 

chariot race.  

The card game Belinda plays in Canto 3 echoes the funeral games of the Iliad in that this 

is also an example of mock warfare. But in Pope there are no stakes to the game or prizes to be 

won. Whereas Homer treats the contestants with dignity, Pope’s treatment of the game of ombre 

is satiric and serves to undermine Belinda in her moment of agency. Before the card game 
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begins, Belinda is described as eager for the game: she “burns to encounter two advent’rous 

knights,/ At Ombre singly to decide their doom” (3.26-27). Pope’s use of hyperbolic language 

pervades the entire poem, and this passage is no exception with the use of “burns” and “doom.” 

Conversely, Belinda’s moment of fear comes when she realizes she might lose the card game:  

A livid paleness spreads o’er all her look; 

She sees, and trembles at th’ approaching ill,  

Just in the jaws of ruin, and codille. (3.90-92)  

The entire ombre sequence is a mock epic simulation of a battle with Belinda as one of the 

commanders. In the poem, “codille” is a technical game in ombre to refer to the loss of the player 

who wagered that they could win the game.7 When understood as a battle sequence, the threat of 

defeat would seem to be concerning to both Belinda and the reader, but the irony is that this was 

never a real battle. In the Iliad, the events of the chariot scene from the race itself to the spat 

between Antilochus and Menelaus are treated with sincerity. Belinda’s card game is not, and any 

achievement she wins is nullified by the fact that this is only a card game that has no further 

implications. 

Alexander Pope’s use of Homeric scenes directly ties The Rape of the Lock to epic poetry 

in the tradition of English epic which is itself a reception of Classical epic poetry. The invocation 

of the Muse at the beginning of the poem signals the reader which genre of poetry they are 

reading, but the tone, word choice, and rhetorical questions indicate that the poem is a satire 

meant to critique society. Therefore as a mock-epic, Pope creates a protagonist with no agency of 

her own, the opposite of an active hero by placing her in ironized and satiric adaptations of 

typical epic scenes: mock warfare, heroic speeches, and an object genealogy. The use of epic 

                                                           
7 "codille, n.". OED Online, Oxford University Press. Accessed 2 May 2018. 

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/view/Entry/35607?rskey=gWUXLh&result=1.  

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/view/Entry/35607?rskey=gWUXLh&result=1
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tropes creates a scaffold for the narrative elements Pope borrows from Catullus 66, but Homer is 

not the only epic poet who influences Pope. 

 

III. Reception of Vergil’s Aeneid in Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock 

With his characteristic irony, Pope also imitates type scenes and tropes from Vergil’s 

Aeneid when creating the mock-epic matrix in which Belinda and the other characters exist. His 

use of Virgilian tropes and type scenes shows a reception of Classical epic through Vergil as 

Homer’s Roman literary descendant. Pope’s imitations are window references since he was 

aware of Homeric epic. In his imitation of Vergil’s first invocation of the Muse, Pope amplifies 

the thread of female propriety while emphasizing the perceived triviality of his poem’s narrative 

situation. His imitation of Dido’s speech in book IV of the Aeneid furthers the thread of female 

propriety as social critique of Belinda’s understanding of the assault. Pope’s additions of irony 

and bathos to his imitations of Vergil color the final clash of Belinda and the Baron to create an 

unfulfilling ending that neither avenges her nor punishes him. Vergil’s first invocation of the 

Muse injects irony into the introductory lines of his epic poem which deviates from Homer’s 

invocation. With the introduction of the irony, Vergil’s invocation serves as a literary stepping 

stone between the dignified sobriety of Homer and Pope’s thoroughly ironic satire.  

We have already seen how Pope uses his invocation of the Muse to focus on the external 

conflict between the Baron and Belinda. The similarity between Pope’s invocation and Vergil’s 

is significant to show how Pope creates a satiric a deceptively trivial situation through his 

changes. The speaker of the Aeneid asks the Muse to describe the causes for why Juno drove 

Aeneas as she did:  

Musa, mihi causas memora, quo numine laeso 
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quidve dolens regina deum tot volvere casus 

insignem pietate virum, tot adire labors 

impulerit. tantaene animis caelestibus irae? (1.8-11)8 

Muse, recount the causes to me, by which her wounded divinity did the grieving queen of 

the gods drive any man, distinguished for his piety, to travel so many accidents, to 

undertake so many labors. Can there be such wrath in heavenly spirits?  

Unlike Homer, Vergil’s speaker does not ask the Muse for the story and subject matter as 

Homer’s speaker asked the Muse to sing about Achilles’s rage and its effect.9 Instead, this 

speaker wants to know the motivations behind divine actions. This shows a shift towards 

interiority of the character that Pope will continue as he too examines causes and motives of his 

own characters. In examining Juno’s interiority, Vergil interjects an irony into the question, 

“tantaene animis caelestibus irae” because from the perspective of humanity, there is an 

expectation that the gods intrinsically possess a higher morality. The question is ironic because it 

expects an answer of no, proving that Juno is indeed more moral than humans, but Juno is not. 

Vergil’s question also introduces a theme of propriety, what is considered acceptable behavior 

for a goddess. Pope’s invocation closely imitates Vergil’s opening as he carries through and 

amplifies both the presence of irony and the theme of propriety.  

The Rape of the Lock creates the mock-epic scenario by creating a bathetic situation 

through irony. Like Vergil, Pope also invokes a goddess to sing causes and motives: 

Say what strange motive, Goddess! could compel 

A well-bred lord t' assault a gentle belle? 

                                                           
8 All Vergil citations are to the OCT. Vergil, P. Vergili Maronis Opera: Recognovit Brevique Adnotatione Critica 

Instruxit R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969).  
9 P. Vergilius Maro, The Aeneid of Virgil: Books 1-6, ed. R.D. Williams (London: Macmillan Education Limited, 

1972), 158.  
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O say what stranger cause, yet unexplored, 

Could make a gentle belle reject a lord?  

In tasks so bold, can little men engage,   

And in soft bosoms dwells such mighty rage? (1.7-12) 

There is a high degree of similarity in phrasing between Vergil’s and Pope’s invocations. Both 

focus on the “motive” and “cause” that drive the Baron and Belinda in their actions, a nod 

towards the characters’ interiority. The last line of the quote is a direct imitation of Vergil’s 

“tantaene animis caelestibus irae,” but Pope questions if “such mighty rage” can exist in Belinda. 

His imitation of Vergil places Belinda in comparison with Juno with the implication that 

Belinda’s rage is based off of reasons as petty or trivial as Juno’s. In both the Aeneid and The 

Rape of the Lock, the questions in the invocations set a theme of female propriety for the poems. 

The Aeneid explores Juno’s perspective and finds that her motives are trivial. The Rape of the 

Lock presents Belinda’s motivations as trivial, but the irony and rhetorical questions indicate that 

Belinda is the victim, and to believe the surface reading is to misunderstand her role in the poem. 

The bathetic nature of the introduction arises from the Muse’s distance from the narrative action. 

Unlike Juno or the gods of the Aeneid, Pope’s divinity exists as a source of explanation for the 

motivations of the characters. She does not influence their actions. Even though Pope includes a 

host of sylphs, gnomes, and sprites in his poem, the absence of a divine motivator like Juno 

distinguishes The Rape of the Lock from the Iliad and the Aeneid. The exaggerated language and 

imitations of Vergil’s invocation place Pope’s poem in the realm of epic, but the lack of a divine 

motivator creates an inherent anticlimax because the poem’s conflict is strictly between humans. 

This anticlimax created in the invocation contributes to the mock-epic matrix of Pope’s poem 

that is infused throughout with other bathetic moments, irony, and pointed social satire.  
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 The close imitation of Vergil’s Aeneid extends to Pope’ imitation of a part of Dido’s 

speech spoken by Belinda. Before she dies, Dido laments:  

 ‘…urbem praeclaram statui, mea moenia vidi, 

 ulta virum poenas inimico a fratre recepi, 

 felix, heu nimium felix, si litora tantum 

 numquam Dardaniae tetigissent nostra carinae.’ (4. 655-658) 

‘…I have built a noble city, I saw my walls, I, having avenged my husband, exacted 

penalties from my enemy brother, I would have been happy, alas too happy, if only 

Dardanian keels had never touched our shores.’ 

Dido lists the accomplishments of her life before citing the one thing that prevented her from 

being happy. Lines 657 and 658 express a past contrary to fact conditional through a supplied 

fuissem10 and “tetigissent.” The apodosis is given before the protasis of the conditional to 

reinforce what her fate could have been. The effect of her declaration, “felix,” is poignant, and 

the line is worded for that emotional significance with “felix” being repeated twice in the line. In 

the protasis, “tantum” underscores that the arrival of the Dardanian ships is the one event that 

changes her fate. The fact is that Aeneas’s ships did land at Carthage so Dido’s lament is in vain. 

The hopelessness of her wish recalls the futility that accompanies Belinda’s attempts at agency.  

 Pope denies Belinda a list of accomplishments when the imitation of Dido’s speech is 

placed in her mouth:  

 “Forever cursed be this detested day! 

 Which snatched my best, my fav’rite curl away! 

 Happy! ah, ten times happy, had I been, 

                                                           
10 Vergil, Aeneid IV, ed. H.E. Gould and J.L. Whiteley (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1981), 114.  
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 If Hampton Court these eyes had never seen! 

 … 

 Oh, had I rather unadmired remained  

 In some lone isle, or distant northern land;” (4.147-150, 153-154) 

The gravity of Belinda’s assault complicates the reading that this passage is a mock-epic 

exaggeration of putting Dido’s speech in Belinda’s mouth. Belinda is not a queen, nor an active 

character of any kind. To read this speech as only exaggeration erases the injury done to Belinda 

and misses the point that the connotations of violence, speed, and force equate the Baron’s 

assault with rape. This imitation of Dido contributes more to the epic matrix through the 

closeness of Pope’s language to Vergil’s, rather than to the mock-epic nature of the poem, by 

engaging with the tradition of epic poetry. There is a reversal of movement that problematically 

places blame for the assault on Belinda. Dido laments that the ships came to Carthage; in other 

words, Dido passively received the ships. Belinda laments that she went to Hampton Court. If 

she had “rather unadmired remained” on an unknown island, that the assault would not have 

happened. The word “unadmired” implicates that her beauty is to blame rather than the Baron’s 

aggression, thereby transferring the blame from him to Belinda. Having Belinda engage in her 

own victim blaming shows how she has internalized society’s opinions for what is considered 

appropriate behavior. The thread of what behavior is appropriate for women was introduced in 

Pope’s invocation and mentioned again Clarissa’s speech. Belinda’s victimhood in The Rape of 

the Lock extends past the Baron’s physical assault on her as she ventriloquizes arguments that 

are used to suppress women’s behavior while absolving abusers.  

 The final clash between Belinda and the Baron is Pope’s bathetic imitation of the clash 

between Aeneas and Turnus in book 12 of the Aeneid.  
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 Iuppiter ipse duas aequato examine lances 

 sustinet et fata imponit diversa duorum,  

 quem damnet labor et quo vergat pondere letum. (12. 725-727) 

Jupiter himself with a leveled balance holds up the two pans and he weighs the opposite 

fates of the two men, whom the effort condemns and with which weight destruction 

inclines. 

Vergil is imitating the scene from the Iliad where Zeus weighs the fates of Achilles and Hector.11 

In the Aeneid, the scene functions as a marker of finality between Aeneas and Turnus. The 

anticipation for the confrontation between Aeneas and Turnus builds through the poem, and the 

weighing scene solidifies Aeneas’s victory. The reader understands the finality of the scene, but 

Vergil has other characters, like Juturna, realize this as well. After the weighing, Jupiter sends a 

sign to Juturna that Turnus will be defeated, and her reaction underscores the finality that the 

weighing scene initiated: “qua tibi lucem/ arte morer?... iam iam linquo acies” (12.873-875), 

with which skill might I prolong your light?...Already now I leave the battle. Juturna has 

previously been able to assist Turnus in battle and even save his life, but her recognition that 

there is nothing she can do to save his life, his “lucem,” underscores the finality instigated by the 

weighing scene. Pope will then imitate this scene in The Rape of the Lock. In the Aeneid, this 

scene is indicative of the finality that Turnus will lose to Aeneas. The finality of the weighing 

scene is not present in Pope’s imitation which maximizes the anticlimax of the moment.  

 Canto 5 features the confrontation between Belinda and the Baron that the reader has 

been expecting since he cut her hair in Canto 3. Clarissa makes a speech to dissuade Belinda, but 

it only incenses her further (5.9-34), and conflict breaks out amongst all the characters present at 

                                                           
11 Virgil, Aeneid Book XII, ed. Richard Tarrant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 275.  
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Hampton Court. Umbriel and the sprites gather around the edges of the room to watch the 

conflict (5.53-5.56), and the tension builds in anticipation of the final clash between Belinda and 

the Baron. Before that can happen, Pope imitates this weighing scene as another convention of 

epic, and he trivializes it to generate an anticlimax.  

 Now Jove suspends his golden scales in air,  

 Weighs the men’s wits against the lady’s hair; 

 The doubtful beam long nods from side to side; 

 At length the wits mount up, the hairs subside. (5. 71-74)  

The first line of the couplet leads the reader to believe that Pope is weighing fates, and the 

second line follows as an anticlimactic punchline in the mock-epic aristeia of Canto 5. The 

compounded anticlimax and triviality of the first couplet deflate the sense of finality that a 

weighing scene would carry in an epic poem. Therefore the bathos and triviality contribute to the 

mock-epic matrix of the poem. Belinda is the one defeated in this imitation as it is her side of the 

scale that tips down. This outcome is consistent with Belinda’s narrative as the passive victim of 

this poem.  

 Immediately after the weighing of wits and hair, the final confrontation between Belinda 

and the Baron transpires with another interjection of bathos.  

 See, fierce Belinda on the Baron flies, 

 With more than usual lightning in her eyes; 

 Nor feared the chief th’ unequal fight to try, 

 Who sought no more than on his foe to die. (5.75-78) 

In the first two lines, “fierce” and “more than usual lightning” describe a formidable and angry 

Belinda, but the Baron is unbothered even if it is an “unequal fight.” In Canto 2 when the Baron 
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contemplated how to attain Belinda’s hair, he did not think of her as full person. Now in Canto 5, 

even when she is “fierce,” he is unafraid even though the fight is not an even one. The 

confrontation truly deflates in line 78 as “to die” is a pun for orgasm which undermines the 

gravity of Belinda’s assault which has valences of sexual violence. The pun nullifies any sense 

that the Baron is in danger, and this glimpse of his interiority shows no trace of repentance on his 

part.  

 The reception of tropes and type scenes from Vergil’s Aeneid provided material for Pope 

to imitate and ironize as he created a mock-epic situation for his characters. Vergil was drawing 

from Homeric epic so Pope’s reception of Vergil shows another lens for interacting with 

Homeric tropes and types which he also does in a more unmediated form. The mock-epic matrix 

of the poem works to establish a framework for reading the characters as epic analogues even 

though they do not live up to their models. Instead of a hero, Belinda is an antihero, defined by 

her passivity as an inversion of a heroic trait.  

Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock combines motifs, type scenes, and tropes from 

multiple Classical authors in his mock-epic about the assault on Arabella Fermor. His use of the 

motif of Berenice II’s lock from Catullus 66 sets the stage for the narrative of Pope’s poem. The 

agency of Berenice II saturates the poem even though she is the subject rather than the speaker. 

In contrast, Belinda stands as a shadow of Berenice II as she lacks any agency of her own. 

Pope’s presentation of a passive Belinda whose rare actions are futile best establishes her as the 

victim of The Rape of the Lock. Even though his poem is a social satire suffused with humorous 

bathos and irony, Belinda’s fate is still unsettling to a modern reader. Without erasing her 

victimhood, Belinda can be read as an antihero when the lens of the reception of Classical epic is 

applied to Pope’s poem. From the opening invocation, the imitation of specific passages, and the 
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use of tropes and type scenes, Pope combines recognizable elements of epic poetry with irony, 

bathos, and satire to create a mock-epic matrix. Reexamining canonical narratives of female 

victimhood, like The Rape of the Lock, allows for a broader understanding of women in literature 

to prevent them from being constrained to a set of predetermined roles and character types. 

Through the Classical reception of Catullus, Homer, and Vergil, Belinda can be read 

simultaneously as victim and antihero which ties her into multiple literary traditions.  
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