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ABSTRACT 

 

In my dissertation, “Monstrous Femininities: Elizabethan Influence on Nineteenth-Century 

Literature,” I examine how Victorian public perception of Queen Elizabeth as violent and 

tyrannical affected nineteenth-century texts. Queen Victoria’s ascension to the throne stimulated 

societal anxieties related to female authority figures, which manifested in a resurgence of 

“savage” royal women in nineteenth-century literature and art. The royal women in Lewis 

Carroll’s Alice series demonstrate the monstrous characteristics of hybridity, violence, and 

contagiousness. Through the dissertation, I track these monstrous features and analyze how 

Victorians modified well-established Elizabethan tropes. In Tennyson’s The Princess, he uses 

the Ovidian myth of Acteon to wrestle with the concept of hybridity as well as fears of 

evolutionary and societal regression. Swinburne combines the heartlessness of the Elizabethan 

Cupid (as seen in Astrophel and Stella and The Faerie Queene) with Venus’ character in his 

poems Atalanta in Calydon and “Laus Veneris.” He also “monsterizes” the personified church in 

order to draw attention to the hypocrisy in organized religion in his poems “Locusta” and 

“Before a Crucifix”; his methodology is similar to John Donne’s in his poem “Show Me Dear 

Christ.” Lastly, I argue how representations of the female sublime change radically from the 

nineteenth to the twentieth century. H. Rider Haggard’s novel Wisdom’s Daughter humanizes 

Ayesha, a character who was previously described as a part-snake, part-human femme fatale. 

Through these texts, I establish how major historical motivators such as Victoria’s ascension to 

the throne and Darwin’s theory of evolution radically affected nineteenth-century depictions of 

women in power.  
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INTRODUCTION  

A Tale of Two Queens 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, Victorian writers had a clear love affair with 

the past. Possibly spurred on by the rapid changes of the Industrial Revolution, nineteenth-

century British writers looked to their literary and historical ancestors for comfort and nostalgia. 

Oftentimes romanticizing or idealizing moments in the past, these artists drew inspiration from 

Greco-Roman mythology, medieval culture, and the slightly more recent English Renaissance. 

While there has been much criticism illuminating the ties between the Middle Ages and the 

British nineteenth century, fewer scholars have explored the tenuous connections between the 

early modern period and the Victorian Age.1 With Queen Victoria’s ascension in 1837 at the 

young age of twenty, she ushered in a new era where Great Britain once again would welcome a 

female monarch to the throne.  

While the early modern and Victorian eras may seem vastly different in many ways, art 

historian Roy Strong has observed a number of similarities between the two time periods. United 

under queens, each era was “bent on creating mythologies powerful enough to unite a divided 

people (162). Although Elizabeth and Victoria adopted very different personas, their uniquely 

developed ethoses were products of reworking the courtly love tradition. To the sixteenth-

century British, Queen Elizabeth was the embodiment of the “heroine of medieval romance” 

(166). Shrouded in both majesty and mystery, Elizabeth capitalized on her age’s interest in 

chivalry. In the same way, as her father King Henry VIII replaced the Pope as head of the 

                                                
1 As Andrew Sanders states in the introduction to his book In the Olden Time: The Victorians and the British Past 

(2013), the late 20th century produced a number of important scholarly texts related to this topic. However, only one 

chapter of his book is devoted to the connection between Elizabethan England and Victorian culture.  
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church, her characterization as the Virgin Queen repurposed the medieval Catholic cult of the 

Virgin. As a result, she adapted the values from the courtly love tradition to her great advantage.  

In the Victorian era, Great Britain also exhibited noticeable shifts regarding religious 

practices. While the Elizabethan era was negotiating between Catholicism and Protestantism, the 

emergence of Darwin’s Origin of Species began cultivating a culture of doubt and uncertainty 

regarding faith. With greater reservations about religious organizations, British culture began 

developing its own “religion” and mythmaking: one centered on British history. Strong suggests 

that the increased interest in historical executions derived in part from a need to create British 

martyrs. Victorians were captivated by the tragic execution stories of Elizabeth’s time. Lady Jane 

Grey and Mary Queen of Scots were essentially English versions of the martyred saints from 

Catholic tradition. In this manner, like sixteenth-century Britain, Victorians borrowed and 

readapted elements of medieval and Catholic customs. As the monarch served as both head of 

the church and head of the nation, nationalism in Great Britain was influenced by religious 

tradition. This trait was very prominent during the English Renaissance and echoed into the 

Victorian era.        

 In spite of some of these notable parallels, only a handful of literature critics over the 

course of four decades, including Leonee Ormond, Andrew Sanders, and Eric C. Brown, have 

discussed the relevance of Elizabethan culture to Victorian Britain. Because of the lack of 

research on this topic, the three scholars greatly contributed to each other’s work. For instance, 

Ormond’s article “‘The Spacious Times of Great Elizabeth’: The Victorian Vision of the 

Elizabethans,” issued in 1987 in Victorian Poetry, relied on the unpublished work of Andrew 
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Sanders.2 In her article, she writes about the stark contrast between Victorian public opinion on 

Elizabeth I and Queen Victoria. Using a number of visual texts to demonstrate her point, 

Ormond’s article was useful to later scholars such as Eric C. Brown, who discussed the 

connection between fairy tales and queenship. In Brown’s article, he compares Queen 

Elizabeth’s influence on English literary culture in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Faerie 

Queene to the resurgence of interest in fairy tales during the 1800s. With Sanders’ recent 

publication of his book In the Olden Time: The Victorians and the British Past in 2013, he was 

finally able to see his older research to fruition after his retirement. Along the same veins of 

Ormond’s article, he incorporates visual analysis of paintings into his scholarship to illustrate 

how Victorian publications depicted Queen Elizabeth. Beginning with an excerpt from Charles 

Dicken’s Dombey and Son, Sanders draws attention to Victorian understanding of early modern 

times. While the selection is remarkably apt, Sanders does not fully close-read the passage. He 

selects a section from Chapter 27 of the novel, where Mrs. Skewton arrives at Warwick Castle 

with her daughter. Mrs. Skewton’s comments are satirically jarring. Romanticizing the past, she 

nostalgically imagines “those darling bygone times . . . with their delicious fortresses, and their 

dear old dungeons, and their delightful places of torture, and their romantic vengeances, and their 

picturesque assaults and sieges, and everything that makes life truly charming!” Mrs. Skewton’s 

epithets for places of torture are comically oxymoronic. Her affectionate adjectives of 

“Delicious” “dear” “delightful” “romantic” “picturesque” “truly charming” are juxtaposed with 

the described locations of imprisonment. Within this quote, Dickens skillfully captures Victorian 

society’s negotiated relationship with the past. On one hand, Mrs. Skewton speaks nostalgically 

about British history (with an incredibly selective memory). However, the open and marked 

                                                
2 Sanders had conducted research on this topic for a chapter in an anthology; however, the anthology was never 

published.  
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violence of these early modern locations also reveals more about Victorian conceptions of Queen 

Elizabeth I.  

 Although Victorian writers were keen on idealizing the military prowess of Britain’s 

early modern navy by memorializing the sailors in their works, they did not speak highly of 

Queen Elizabeth I herself. The Virgin Queen, with the pomp and circumstance of her portraits, 

contrasted starkly with the supposedly meek and plain Queen Victoria. The lavishness of Queen 

Elizabeth’s attire pointed to her supposed vanity. Likewise, Sanders further quotes how Mrs. 

Skewton is described with her “false curls . . .false eyebrows . . . false teeth . . . [and] false 

complexion.” Side by side, Sanders equates these details with the Victorians’ conceptions of 

Elizabeth I who found her style a garish monstrosity. As nineteenth-century painters frequently 

depicted women in positions of vulnerability for the eyes of a male audience, the artists who did 

portray Elizabeth in their works stripped her of her authority. Instead of the stateliness of her 

commissioned portraits, Elizabeth is represented as a weak and elderly woman in Paul 

Delaroche’s The Death of Queen Elizabeth (1828) and Augustus Egg’s Queen Elizabeth 

Discovers She is No Longer Young (1848). The composition of the portraits is very similar; in 

each painting, the queen still is given her usual grand attire. However, instead of her usual 

flawless and pale complexion, her face is wrinkled and haggard. These images present Elizabeth 

as being surrounded by luxury and her servants, yet at the same time, stripped of her piercing 

gaze. Delaroche’s painting in particular captures the queen slumped towards the bottom left of 

the piece, her lifeless form powerless and empty. These visual texts suggest that Elizabeth’s 

mark on British history still had a threatening presence to the Victorian consciousness. 

Elizabeth’s name and image needed to be tarnished, but why?  
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During the early part of Victoria’s reign, writers frequently compared her to England’s 

previous queens. Lord John Russell, for instance, in a parliamentary speech said that he hoped 

Victoria would be “an Elizabeth without her tyranny.” On the same note, The Times stated in 

1841, after the birth of her first daughter, that she was “more pure and womanly than Queen 

Elizabeth.” Sanders concludes his argument by stating that overall “popular opinion in the 

nineteenth century was wary of praising a Queen who did not conform . . . to contemporary 

perceptions of femininity” (37). However, in spite of the fact that Victoria herself was radically 

different from her predecessor, there was apparently anxiety over who the queen would 

eventually resemble.      

Just as Elizabeth as a monarch produced anxiety and questions about woman’s “natural” 

place in society, I will argue that Victoria’s ascension to the throne resulted in similar concerns. 

More specifically, although Elizabeth and Victoria’s reign were separated by a span of three 

hundred years, simply having a woman in a position of national authority significantly 

influenced literary production. During the nineteenth century, there were an increasing number 

of predatory women depicted in Victorian literature and art. Whether they were alluring femme 

fatales or bestial mythological women like Medusa and the Sphinx, there was a deepening 

cultural interest in monstrous women. In this dissertation, I theorize that Victoria’s rule stirred up 

anxieties related to authoritative women. As a result, Victorian poets negotiated with images of 

the female sublime within their works. Ranging from Princess Ida in Tennyson’s The Princess to 

Swinburne’s numerous portrayals of Venus, these female characters each hold echoes of Queen 

Elizabeth’s more terrifying qualities. In this way, Queen Elizabeth maintained a lasting presence 

in Victorian literature well beyond her own reign.     
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The Queen’s Shadow 

 Public perception of Queen Elizabeth in the early 1800s was overall poor. As mentioned 

above briefly, her defining descriptors portrayed her as unfeminine, frighteningly intelligent, and 

tyrannical. Specifically, Sanders comments that “by commonly received mid-nineteenth-century 

standards Elizabeth possessed few admirably feminine qualities” (34). Although her speech at 

Tilbury was effective in stirring up the confidence of her troops in 1588, to Victorian eyes, 

Elizabeth was a strange merger of traditionally male and female characteristics.3 This androgyny, 

instead of reassuring, must have been perceived as uncanny and unnatural. Sanders, in his 

analysis of Walter Scott’s Kenilworth, quotes how the Queen is described as “strangely 

compounded,” a combination of the “strongest masculine sense” with “foibles which are chiefly 

supposed proper to the female sex.”  

Elizabeth’s title as the Virgin Queen also did not help her nineteenth-century reputation. 

Her independence and self-sufficiency contrasted sharply with Victorian notions of what 

virginity actually meant. As Ormond states in her article, “Elizabeth’s virginity was perceived, 

not as innocent sweetness, but as sterility” (31). In spite of deep interest in virgin heroines in 

typical marriage and courtship novels, Elizabeth was worlds apart from the vulnerable young 

maidens in nineteenth-century books. As argued in his chapter “The Reader and the Virgin,” L.J. 

Swingle states how the point of casting young women as central figures in Victorian literature 

was for the purpose of appealing to “our readerly compassion” (34). As the audience knows the 

virgin will likely be bedded by the tale’s end, whether by legitimate or illegitimate means, the 

                                                
3 In her speech, Elizabeth states that “I know I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and 

stomach of a king.” Through these words, the queen positioned herself as a hybrid, almost like a Frankenstein 

monster of various body parts. Also, Elizabeth was rumored to have delivered the speech dressed in armor, once 

again emphasizing her androgynous nature through her choice in clothing (Tiffany 45).     
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author creates a feeling of tension just by writing about a virgin as a main character. Oftentimes, 

these virgins are placed in social, financial, or physical peril in order to draw the sympathies of 

the reader. Once again, the precariousness of the female character’s situation increases the 

dramatic tension. Famous nineteenth-century virginal characters include Jane Austen’s Emma, 

Dicken’s Little Dorrit, and Hardy’s Tess.4 Elizabeth, as a figure of power, authority, and strength 

of character, decidedly lacked the qualities associated with virginity to the typical nineteenth-

century reader. Additionally, as her age progressed, her years of experience likewise separated 

her from the prototypical virginal character found in novels. While her actual sexual purity was 

not frequently questioned, all in all, the Victorian public still did not view the Virgin Queen 

favorably.5  

In addition, Elizabeth’s intelligence also affected her negative nineteenth-century 

reception. Citing A Child’s History of England, Sanders quotes how Dickens described Queen 

Elizabeth as “clever, but cunning and deceitful” (33). Sanders suggests that Elizabeth’s 

Machiavellian strategies in politics was seen as “unbecoming in both a woman and a sovereign” 

(8). James Anthony Froude’s History of England also described Elizabeth as being “too clever to 

be simple and straightforward” and that she “never chose a straight road when a crooked one was 

open to her” (47). Like many other women in power, Elizabeth’s intelligence was rarely framed 

                                                
4 In many cases, the “virgin” does not even necessarily need to be sexually abstinent; in Hardy’s Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles, the reader is moved to similar concern for his female heroine. Placed in financial and physical danger 

at numerous points in the plot, Tess’ vulnerability still operates as a means to motivate the audience to read the story 
and discover what happens to her at the end of the tale. As a result, the concept of virginity within Victorian 

literature is one that is largely tied to youth and general helplessness. For instance, the increased presence of 

Victorian spinsters did not receive this sympathetic portrayal. Consequently, virginity is desirable, as long as it does 

not exceed the “natural” timeframe.       
5 William Howitt accused Elizabeth of sexually illicit conduct in John Cassell’s Illustrated History of England 

(1857).  
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in a flattering manner; instead, she was accused of being dishonest and dishonorable in her 

political dealings.  

Along the same lines, a discussion of Elizabeth’s character would be incomplete without 

mentioning her notorious temper. Like the violent places of torture mentioned in Dicken’s 

Dombey and Sons, Elizabeth was remembered for her apparent ruthlessness in her dealings with 

traitors and enemies. For example, Jane Austen’s early History of England described Elizabeth in 

extremely unflattering terms and called her the “the destroyer of all comfort, the deceitful 

Betrayer of trust . . . the Murderess of her Cousin” (39). During the nineteenth century, 

Victorians generally held Mary, Queen of Scots in much higher regard than her cousin. While 

Victorian Britain was still largely Protestant, nineteenth-century paintings romanticized Mary’s 

execution and ultimately found her narrative very compelling.6 According to Roy Strong’s 

research, between the years 1820 and 1897, fifty-six paintings related to Mary Queen of Scots 

were exhibited at the Royal Academy (135). In his book Painting the Past, he theorizes that 

nineteenth-century readers were drawn to Mary’s story for a number of reasons. For one, Mary’s 

life circumstances fit into the traditional Gothic plot of a young woman “caught in the midst of a 

web of appalling violence and intrigue” (133). Mary’s victimhood, in this scenario, made her 

match Victorian conceptions of Swingle’s “virgin’s tale” to a much greater degree than 

Elizabeth. In this case, the Queen played the role of the villainess, which in part led to her 

reputation as being temperamental, capricious, and cruel (Sanders 40). Binding all these 

characteristics together, Queen Elizabeth I was a historical figure that cast a long, lasting shadow 

on British literary history. A figure of sublime, potentially monstrous femininity, Elizabeth 

                                                
6 An early painting includes The Execution of Mary Queen of Scots by John Opie (1795). Ford Maddox Brown’s The 

Execution of the Queen of Scots (1841) and Robert Herdman’s The Execution of Mary, Queen of Scots (1867) are 

later examples depicting the same subject.  
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encompassed many of the traits that Victorians found dangerous and appalling. Ultimately, her 

notoriety cast ripples in nineteenth-century literature, long after her death. 

The Devolving Woman 

Two examples of potentially villainous women in authority are the Duchess and the 

infamous Queen of Hearts from Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. Although these characters 

are hidden within the genre of fantasy and children’s literature, Alice spends a good deal of her 

time within Wonderland negotiating with these women of power. Not only are these women 

imposing, but both women are characteristically violent, decidedly unmaternal, and threatening. 

Carina Garland, in her article “Curious Appetites: Food, Desire, Gender and Subjectivity in 

Lewis Carroll’s Alice Texts,” makes a similar argument using Barbara Creed’s The Monstrous 

Feminine as a basis. Garland argues that the frightening and destructive force of these women 

characters reflects Carroll’s anxieties about female sexuality.7 She ties together historical 

instances of Carroll’s disgust at excessive hunger in women with Creed’s theory. In her article, 

she also takes note of the fact that John Tenniel’s illustrations of the Queen of Hearts bear a 

resemblance to Queen Victoria.8 As stated earlier, Queen Victoria’s overall ethos during the 

nineteenth century contrasted sharply with depictions of Queen Elizabeth. As a result, what is 

fascinating about the Queen of Hearts is that she embodies a fusion of the two queens. Physically 

resembling Victoria, yet enacting an exaggerated version of Elizabeth’s persona, the Queen of 

Hearts reflects Victorian anxiety that their queen could very well eventually evolve (or devolve) 

into a violent, crazed version of herself.  

                                                
7 Lewis Carroll, in his own words, described the Queen of Hearts as an “embodiment of an ungovernable passion – 

a blind and aimless Fury” (Gardner 109).    
8 Harry Levins’ article “Wonderland Revisited” (1965) makes a similar observation.  
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This concept of evolution is visible on a very literal level for two particular reasons. 

While women have frequently been associated with the changing phases of the moon and 

metamorphosis, the concept of evolving in Carroll’s Alice is one of not only simple generational 

change (from maiden to crone) but actual progression or regression as a species. With The Origin 

of Species published six years before Alice’s publication, Carroll was most likely familiar with 

Darwin’s work. Within Alice, we see a mix of characters. Anthropomorphized animals such as 

the White Rabbit embody human characteristics and possess gentlemanly qualities. Speaking in a 

proper manner (with an “oh dear!” at the time), the White Rabbit’s elegant speech contrasts 

against Bill the lizard’s Cockney accent. He owns a house with servants and does normal 

everyday human activities, like sending in a bill. He is “splendidly dressed” in his iconic 

waistcoat and white kid gloves (17). In a fusion of the familiar and uncanny, he uses typical 

middle-class objects such as his pocket watch and a fan. However, as the White Rabbit is 

elevated in status due to his anthropomorphic qualities, the women of Wonderland receive the 

opposite treatment. Both the Duchess and Queen of Hearts are associated with bestial qualities, 

much like the other hybrid female monsters of Greek mythology. Here, while Wonderland’s 

creatures appear civilized, human women devolve into ravenous animals unable to restrain their 

violent tendencies.  

For example, in Alice’s first encounter with the Duchess, she responds to Alice in “a 

hoarse growl” (84). The Duchess’ violent song, in a similar way, transitions from a violent, but 

coherent rhyme into an onomatopoeic chorus of “Wow! Wow! Wow!” (83).9 Thus, the song 

                                                
9 The language demonstrates the devolving that later happens when the baby boy transforms into a pig. Likewise, 

intentional or not, the baby is described as “howling” by the narration two times within the episode. According to 

the OED, to howl is “to utter a prolonged, loud, and doleful cry . .  Said of dogs, wolves, and various wild animals.” 

As a result, while howling can easily be used to describe a human baby’s cry, the term also holds a connotation 

associated with wild beasts. The narrator and Alice herself both refer to the baby as a “creature,” even before the 



Chen 17 

 

 

connects violence and loss of language; in a way, the Duchess seems to evolve backwards. Later 

on, when Alice meets the Queen of Hearts for the first time, the Queen is also described as 

momentarily losing her speech as she turns “crimson with fury . . . glaring at her for a moment 

like a wild beast” (117). The rage itself operates as a transformative catalyst, as the Queen is at a 

temporary loss of words. Like many Victorian paintings, which depicted hybrid mythological 

women such as the Sphinx and mermaids, these women are also dangerous, violent, and 

animalistic. In these instances, rather than evolving or progressing in a beneficial manner, the 

women appear to be devolving into a less controlled and restrained state. Unlike the White 

Rabbit, which evokes a sense of curiosity in Alice, these two bestial women invoke a mixed 

sense of bewilderment and fear in the young girl. Here, Alice operates as a stand-in for the 

typical reader. As she tries to make sense of her dream world, we, too, are supposed to view 

these women’s unrestrained passions as a major threat within the narrative and a subversion of 

normal domesticity.          

For instance, Alice’s first encounter with the Duchess is one of chaos and noise. At the 

Duchess’ house, Alice finds the cook “throwing everything within her reach at the Duchess and 

the baby” (83). The narrator names fire-irons, saucepans, plates, and dishes within the list of 

objects. The scene is nonsensical, confusing, and Alice responds in an “agony of terror” (83-84). 

For one, none of the domestic objects are being used for their intended purposes. Instead, the 

objects serve as makeshift weapons in the all-out brawl between the cook and the Duchess. In a 

strange sense, while Victorian notions of the hearth were of tranquility and safety, Carroll 

reverses this notion by turning the home into a war zone. The Duchess herself likewise seems to 

                                                
transformation has taken place. She also compares it to a star-fish. Alice’s role is also interesting, as she later very 

nonchalantly muses about how to transform children into pigs, almost like a little Circe-in-training.  
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exhibit somewhat inhuman qualities as she takes “no notice of them even when they hit her”; 

either she possesses a scary superhuman strength and endurance, or she has lost all sense of 

feeling (in both a physical and emotional way.)  

Similarly, this incident contains numerous moments that foreshadow Alice’s later 

interactions with the Queen. For instance, Alice exclaims “Oh, there goes his precious nose” in 

reference to the baby after “an unusually large saucepan flew close by it, and very nearly carried 

it off” (84).10 Likewise, when the Duchess mishears Alice’s words, mistaking “axis” for “axes,” 

she instantly replies with a “chop off her head!” While the Duchess’ phrasing does not perfectly 

match the Queen’s “Off with her head!”, her language possibly suggests the proliferation and 

possible contagiousness of violence (84).11 Also, later on, when readers witness the Duchess 

develop an obsequious attitude towards the Queen, one can retroactively hypothesize that the 

Duchess is an imitator of her. In this scene, the similarities between the two women are 

emphasized as the Duchess’ violent nature foreshadows the upcoming events.  

With regard to the Queen, Michelle Ann Abate offers a unique interpretation in her book 

Bloody Murder: The Homicide Tradition in Children’s Literature. In her monograph, she argues 

that Lewis Carroll’s satirical depiction of the Queen was a way of commenting on the 

Antigallows Movement and the excessiveness of execution policies in Victorian England. She 

writes, “execution was barbaric: it was a relic from Great Britain’s less-enlightened past” (61). 

However, what is interesting is that the most common mode of execution in the nineteenth 

century was hanging, not beheading. As a result, both the Duchess and the Queen of Hearts 

                                                
10 As Garland argues, the threat of losing a body part is a possible nod to the threat of castration suggested by Freud.  
11 This idea likewise suggests, in turn, Wonderland’s madness might eventually take hold of Alice.  

 



Chen 19 

 

 

embody regression into a barbaric history. This concept is evident as the term “savage” is used 

repeatedly as a descriptor for both women and is echoed between various characters (as well as 

the narration) throughout the text.  

The first instance of the word appears very early on in the story, in Chapter 2, “The Pool 

of Tears.” After falling down the rabbit hole, Alice sees the White Rabbit muttering to himself, 

“Oh! The Duchess, the Duchess! Oh! Won’t she be savage if I’ve kept her waiting!” (17). Much 

later on, when Alice encounters the Duchess at the Queen’s croquet game, she describes her in 

similar terms. At that moment, the narration states, “Alice was very glad to find her in a such a 

pleasant temper, and thought to herself that perhaps it was only the pepper that had made her so 

savage when they met in the kitchen” (130). In both these instances, the Duchess’ savagery and 

tempestuousness is triggered by relatively small infractions: lateness and pepper. In the same 

way, with regard to the Queen, Alice remarks “How dreadfully savage!” when she hears the Mad 

Hatter’s story in Chapter 7. In describing Alice’s thoughts, the narration likewise describes her as 

the “savage Queen.” As a result, while the concept of savagery begins with the White Rabbit’s 

voice, Alice eventually adopts similar language in describing the two royal women. As readers, 

we are invited to share the same view about the Duchess and Queen of Hearts.   

In spite of the fact that Alice operates as a foreign observer in Wonderland, another 

predominant concern in the books is her own potential for change. As the women of Wonderland 

are consumed by their violent emotions, Alice is depicted as a sort of blank slate who likewise, 

could potentially eventually become like these crazed women. For instance, Jennifer Geer reads 

Alice’s hope of becoming a Duchess as a reflection of her desire for power (9). In Alice through 

the Looking Glass, the theme is emphasized as the landscape is a giant chess board. In the story, 

Alice is depicted as a pawn moving slowly across the board over the course of the book. Alice 
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openly states, that she would “like to be a Queen, best” (208). This progression is read by critics 

as a metaphor for Alice’s development into adulthood. However, at the end, when Alice is 

crowned as a queen, the moment is not as joyous as she may have initially imagined. In response 

to a dispute in Chapter 9, the Red Queen cuttingly remarks, “A nasty, vicious temper” in 

reference to Alice, even though Alice does not exhibit any violent tendencies yet. However, 

Carina Garland compares Alice’s behavior in the final scene of Looking Glass to the Queen of 

Hearts in the first book: “In the same way that the Queen of Hearts became murderous and 

reached the pinnacle of her repulsiveness in the final Wonderland scene . . . Alice becomes 

similarly aggressive and violent” (36). While Garland compares Alice to the Queen, the final 

scene of Looking Glass appears to correlate more closely with the Duchess’ behavior. Like her 

initial meeting with the Duchess, the book ends with household objects in complete disarray. In 

Alice’s frustration with the nonsensical rules of dream logic, she ultimately refuses to submit to 

the Queens’ arbitrary requirements. She enacts her frustration by pulling the tablecloth, causing 

“plates, dishes, guests, and candles” to crash together chaotically. Turning on the Red Queen 

“fiercely,” she threatens to “shake [her] into a kitten” (213). Whatever the threat could possibly 

mean, Alice reaches her final form and becomes aligned with the “other fearsome women” 

(Garland 36). Like the Duchess’ act of violently shaking her little boy, Alice in her queen or 

“adult” state embodies a discomforting power, a power whose violence possesses the ability to 

reduce the human to the animal. The beast-like brutality of these women is contagious, and 

inflicts itself on their victims. Even Alice herself is not immune to the influence of their power.     

As Michelle Ann Abate describes the Queen of Hearts as having a “haughty attitude, 

volatile mood, and tempestuous personality,” these words could easily refer to nineteenth-

century attitudes towards Queen Elizabeth (60). Although Victoria herself was not a model of 
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hostile femininity, the present threat was that, as a woman, she still had the potential to be. Like 

Alice, Victoria could transform and devolve into the nightmarish queen that Elizabeth I 

exemplified. While the Queen of Hearts is more iconic than the Duchess, and as a consequence, 

oftentimes receives more critical attention, the two women share numerous monstrous qualities. 

Their use of violence, and demand for executions, likewise connects the women to the darker 

side of British history. Easily infuriated, they are depicted as bestial woman-animal hybrids. 

Overall, signifying regression rather than progress, these female characters are simply a singular 

example amongst many and clearly represent nineteenth-century anxieties about women in 

power.     

Feminine Sublimity and Monstrosity 

 The theoretical basis of my research stems from early works such as Jeffrey Jerome 

Cohen’s “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)” and Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror. Cohen’s 

third thesis argues that monsters are often “a form suspended between forms that threatens to 

smash distinctions” (6). He later expands on this idea by saying that this monster is a “mixed 

category” whose ambiguity “resists any classification” (7). Cohen also cites Kristeva’s Powers of 

Horror as a basis for his ideas. In her essay, she elaborates on her concept of abjection and what 

triggers disgust/repulsion in societies. She states, “It is thus not lack of cleanliness of health that 

causes abjection, but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, 

positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (4). Women who overstep 

traditional gender roles, moving past normalized boundaries and blurring the distinctions 

between male and female, are also oftentimes labelled as monstrous. As a result, women in 

authority such as Elizabeth I become a threat to the established order and traditional cultural 

understandings of gender.  
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However, literary depictions of frighteningly powerful women are not a mere product of 

a single generation. British writers have been inspired by Ovid and Greco-Roman mythology as 

a means of negotiating with the concept of female power. With a wide pantheon of deities 

ranging from Minerva and Diana to Venus, British poets have especially preserved the concept 

of the female sublime within their poetry. For instance, even Venus, possibly the least 

traditionally martial of the three goddesses, is actually given imperialist tendencies in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses V. Addressing Cupid, she says, “‘My arms, my strength, and my power, my son, 

. . . Cupid take up those weapons with which you conquer all and fire swift arrows . . . You tame 

the gods and Jupiter himself, you tame the defeated spirits of the sea, and the god who rules the 

spirits of the sea. Why is Hades left out? Why do you not extend your mother’s and your 

empire?” (Met. 5.365-373). What is unique about this section is how Venus is portrayed as the 

mastermind in the plot to take over the universe. Her depiction is a striking departure from her 

usual role as goddess of love. Scholars such as Patricia J. Johnson in her article “Constructions of 

Venus in Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses’ V” (1996) and Alessandro Barchiesi in his chapter “Venus’ 

Masterplot: Ovid and the Homeric Hymn” (1999) analyze how Venus is given militant qualities. 

Johnson describes her as “the Empress and Commander in Chief” and “rapacious empire-

builder” (126, 127). For the question of why, Johnson argues that this unusual representation of 

Venus reinforces “a correlation between imperial, divine, and sexual power” (126). By calling on 

her son, her delegation “emphasizes the imperial tone of her commands” (128).12 While early 

modern works generally ignored Venus, or gave her a more traditionally less aggressive 

                                                
12 Johnson argues that Ovid’s description of Venus as warrior mother is politically tied to Cesar Augustus’ rise to 

power.   
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character, Swinburne returns to this concept of the violent Venus and largely obliterates Cupid 

from his works.  

Catherine Maxwell’s research similarly focuses on tracing this lineage of male poets who 

wrote about sublime female forces. Beginning with Paradise Lost, her book The Female Sublime 

from Milton to Swinburne tracks how male poets describe the experience of encountering 

feminine divinity through the Romantic and Victorian period.13 She argues that this tradition is 

unrestrained by cultural shifts and time; instead, the frequency of these encounters with divine 

women is linked to the “mythic images and figures” that pass on from literary generation to 

generation (1). Maxwell herself defines the female sublime as “a penetrating and often 

aggressive energy which overwhelms or pierces a man’s body and soul” (7). Essentially, the 

feminine sublime ultimately leaves the male poet or subject emotionally broken, crippled, or 

debilitated in some way; overall, the experience is traumatic, and the men leave these 

experiences fundamentally changed. Maxwell’s area of expertise revolves around the gaze: how 

these confrontations castrate men symbolically by robbing men of their sight. Nevertheless, the 

pain, suffering, and loss become a stimulus for their artistic growth.  

Akin to Maxwell’s project, the point of this dissertation is to trace how this literary past 

(and these encounters with the feminine sublime) became increasingly poignant to Victorian 

audiences. Beginning with Greco-Roman literature, such as Ovid’s myth of Acteon, I will trace 

how early modern and nineteenth century reinterpretations of these myths differ from one 

another in specific ways. Like Maxwell, I will be highlighting how nineteenth-century writers, 

                                                
13 Although Maxwell equates the femme-fatale with the female sublime in her introduction, nineteenth-century 

depictions of female goddesses oftentimes do not fit into traditional archetypes. For instance, Diana, especially in 

the myth of Acteon, ultimately, is neither Angel of the House nor temptress.   
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even novelists, paid homage to ancient poetic traditions. However, unlike Maxwell, I am 

interested in how nineteenth-century cultural concerns, such as the theory of evolution, shaped 

Victorian readers and writers’ perspectives on common Greco-Roman myths. In a sense, by 

analyzing the adaptations of these myths in both early modern and Victorian culture, the original 

legends serve as a control to measure the overlaps and differentiations in these two time-

periods.14 Likewise, in an exploration on the concept of monstrosity, my chapters investigate the 

dissolution of boundaries or divides: animal-human, male-female, and divine-mortal.   

In Chapter 1 of my dissertation, I discuss how the myth of Acteon becomes significantly 

more horrible to Victorian audiences due to the theory of evolution. Even before Darwin’s 

Origin of Species was published, scientists began publishing numerous studies that drew 

connections between human and non-human species. I argue that this ultimately disrupted 

previously demarcated boundaries between animal and humans; as a result, nineteenth-century 

writers used literature as a means of both wrestling with and capitalizing on these newfound 

fears. For instance, because of these scientific studies, the myth of Diana and Acteon, as well as 

Circe, had even more frightening implications. Making reference to Ovid’s original version of 

the tale was a very apt way of communicating these concerns, especially as the story focused on 

Acteon’s loss of humanity. His experience of losing his identity and his voice is graphically 

detailed in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Early modern variations of the story emphasized the erotic 

element of the tale. In The Princess, Tennyson combined the horror of Ovid’s original with the 

eros from the early modern tradition. Princess Ida is beautiful and dangerous. Interacting with 

                                                
14 My approach is also similar to John Heath’s examination of the Actaeon myth in classical literature in his book 

Actaeon, the Unmannly Intruder. 
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her comes at a price; the fear is that monstrous women make monstrous men, and the 

overwhelming power of the female sublime can reduce a man to his baser instincts.15  

Chapter 2 is focused on Swinburne’s portrayal of Venus. She is unlike the alluring, but 

relatively mild-tempered goddess of love from early modern texts. Instead, Swinburne’s Venus 

embodies characteristics of early modern portrayals of Cupid. Swinburne’s Venus possesses 

Cupid’s sadistic qualities. For instance, in Books II and III of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie 

Queene, Cupid is cruel, violent, and widely destructive. Spenser’s Cupid is similar to Sir Philip 

Sidney’s in Astrophel and Stella, which Swinburne considered as one of his most “precious” 

books (Harrison 64). Sidney’s sonnet sequence describes Cupid as a “murthering boy;” he 

likewise accuses Cupid of being guilty of the violent crimes of theft and murder. Although The 

Faerie Queene’s Venus does not share Cupid’s sadistic traits, Swinburne’s Atalanta in Calydon, 

“The Ballad of Death,” and “Laus Veneris” combine characteristics of early modern conceptions 

of Venus/Aphrodite and Eros/Cupid into a singular figure. As a result, he intertwines male and 

female, son and mother, in his own interpretation of a monstrous Venus.  

Chapter 3 is centered on the breakage between the mortal and divine. I will focus on an 

abstract female figure: the personified Church. Julia Kristeva argues in Powers of Horror that 

Levitical law demonstrates cultural anxieties about incest and blurred gender distinctions. 

However, other parts of the Bible draw attention to these places of tension, especially in the use 

of erotic language to describe the relationship between the human and the Divine. For example, 

in the medieval text Ancrene Riwle, human kind is depicted as the cruel mistress and Christ as 

the knightly lover in the courtly love tradition. Donne’s sonnet “Show Me Dear Christ” and 

                                                
15 This relationship explores how monstrosity was viewed as contagious. Like zombies, vampires, or werewolves in 

modern day fiction, nineteenth-century writers consciously and unconsciously explored the concept of transmittable 

monstrosity in their works.   
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Swinburne’s “Locusta” are inspired by this literary history and use the concept of the church as 

the bride of Christ in order to draw attention to hypocrisy in their contemporary societies. But 

Swinburne repurposes Donne’s themes significantly; for instance, the violence of “Batter My 

Heart” becomes literalized into a potentially abusive relationship in Swinburne’s imagery in 

“Before a Crucifix.” As a result, Donne and Swinburne’s poetry both elaborate on the erotic and 

potentially violent dynamics involved in metaphors describing the relationship between God and 

humans. While Donne and Swinburne may appear to have vastly different agendas and 

relationships to the church, they both employ attributes of the courtly love tradition in order to 

interrogate corruption in organized religion. While ultimately an abstraction, Swinburne’s 

personified church is also a monstrosity in her own way: an abuser as well as a figure of the 

abused.  

My last chapter combines attributes of the three previous ones. In this chapter, I examine 

how H. Rider Haggard’s depiction of female authority shifts dramatically from the nineteenth to 

the twentieth century. Beginning with Haggard’s She, we see how Haggard’s anxieties about 

women in power greatly resemble Tennyson’s concerns. Like Diana, Queen Ayesha 

demonstrates bestial and snake-like qualities that resonate outwards: her land and her people all 

display the same characteristics. A woman outside normal bounds of time, she is the perfect 

epitome of a threatening, but alluring female figure. A typical femme fatale in many ways, she 

can no longer avoid the consequences of her actions when she enters the Pillar of Fire a second 

time. As she devolves into a monkey-like creature, this regression highlights nineteenth-century 

fears regarding women in power. However, when Haggard writes the last installment of the She 

series almost forty year later, we can see a drastic change. In Wisdom’s Daughter, the animal 

imagery attached to Ayesha largely disappears. Instead, Haggard focuses on how a feud between 
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the goddesses Aphrodite and Isis ultimately influence Ayesha’s decisions. The link between 

female characters is greatly emphasized. Through She’s backstory, Haggard reveals how the 

relationships between women have striking influence: women can lead each other to act for 

justice’s sake or turn each other down the path of destruction. The shift in the central concerns of 

the text reveal how the defining characteristics of female monstrosity change over time. While 

violence remains a pivotal point, hybridity falls away while the contagiousness of a woman’s 

impact on society becomes key.  

From this discussion, I hope to articulate how nineteenth-century writers used Greco-

Roman mythology and early modern texts as inspiration for their works on authoritative women. 

Through this examination, we can not only see how nineteenth-century writers define deviancy, 

but also how the concept of monstrous women extends well into the twentieth and twenty-first 

century. While the definitions of monstrosity slip over time, the archetype of a powerful and 

savage woman is alive and well. Evading the bounds of genre, modern media continues to 

perpetuate these conceptions of royal female antagonists time and time again. Through these 

monstrous women, we can see the longevity of the trope and the resonating cultural impact these 

stories will have on generations to come.  
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CHAPTER 1: THE MYTH OF ACTEON IN TENNYSON’S THE PRINCESS 

Over the course of her reign, Queen Elizabeth I was compared to a whole pantheon of 

classical and Biblical figures.16 The wide cast of characters connected to Elizabeth range from 

the vestal virgin Tuccia17 to Venus, goddess of love.18 But one of the most frequent, and possibly 

most easily justifiable connections was with the goddess Diana. In spite of Diana’s chastity and 

straight-laced reputation (in comparison to the other rowdy and mischievous mythological gods), 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses paints a slightly different picture. The story of Acteon especially held 

weight with Elizabethan audiences, as the tale was about the wrath of an angry virgin goddess; as 

a result, the story was especially poignant. It captured the allure of male transgression 

(trespassing in a literal and figurative way). With elements of desire, forbidden gazing, and 

naked bodies, the story’s erotic elements were also repurposed and used in early modern poetry. 

Because of the prevalence of the Acteon myth in early modern literature, the story has been 

studied fairly thoroughly by a number of scholars in the past thirty years.19   

However, by the time Victorian poets arrived, the concept of being transformed into an 

animal had much stronger connotations. While the erotic qualities of the early modern 

                                                
16 Aidan Norrie, very recently in 2016, published a paper on Elizabeth I’s depiction as Judith. Within his paper, he 

also notes how Elizabeth was compared to Deborah from the book of Judges, King Solomon, Queen Esther, King 

David, amongst other Biblical figures.  
17 Elizabeth’s portraits frequently depicted her holding a sieve. In the myth, Tuccia is accused of not being chaste. 

As a testament to her virginity, Tuccia carries water in a sieve to prove her innocence.    
18 Especially within The Faerie Queene, Elizabeth appears in the work twofold: in the characters Gloriana and 

Belphoebe.       
19 Critics from the early 1980s and 1990s include Maureen Quilligan, Annie D. Hall, Nancy Vickers, and Anthony 

Brian Taylor. Interest in the Acteon myth is also not exclusive to English language speakers. Spanish scholar 

Bienvenido Morros Mestres published a very comprehensive book in 2010 entirely about the Acteon myth in 
European literature. The book discusses the myth from the original Ovid, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, to 

modern times. However, Mestres interestingly enough skips over nineteenth-century British literature. More 

recently, Remi Vuillemin has also published on the topic in 2014. While there is great variation in methodology and 

perspective, there are some overarching overlaps. A number of these scholars, Mestres and Vuillemin in particular, 

are interested in how the myth shape-shifts or is repurposed on a historical level. However, Victorian retellings or 

allusions to the myth are still largely absent from this conversation and this chapter will attempt to fill in that gap.    
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interpretations largely remained in nineteenth-century reiterations of the tale, Victorian writers 

had greater focus on the transformation. The uncomfortable intimacy between humans and 

animals, introduced by scientific thought, manifested itself within literature in subtle ways. 

Although the anxiety about our origins as a species may seem removed from the Woman 

Question, I argue that these topics are actually carefully intertwined in nineteenth-century 

depictions of the myth of Acteon. With widely available scientific discoveries at the forefront of 

the Victorian mind, the transformation of human to beast became an increasingly volatile 

subject, one that would last well into the late nineteenth century. Fin-de-siècle art frequently 

depicted women/beast hybrids such as mermaids, Medusas, and sphinxes. This artwork 

expressed the implications of regressing to an animal state.  

A nineteenth-century text that make references to the Acteon myth is Tennyson’s The 

Princess. The story of Acteon is evoked to capture both the threat of female power and the 

possibility of regression. This problem of regression is displayed in a horrific transformation 

scene; in The Princess, we see Acteon’s statue in the midst of his metamorphosis. Here, he 

unfortunately “catches” the monstrosity of a woman in power. Princess Ida is depicted as violent 

and hybrid, and oftentimes express animalistic characteristics. Not only does Acteon lose his 

humanity, but the process also indicates a reversal of time, ultimately undermining nineteenth-

century hopes about human progress. As a result, monstrous women are depicted as being the 

catalysts to destruction, tearing apart civilization as the Victorians know it and turning back time; 

their victims become beasts, just like they are. This fear of returning to the past is evoked as 

Tennyson, in the final moments of their stories, uses an allusion to Eden and gradually 

transitions into references to evolution. This shift communicates how nineteenth-century 
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Victorians had to negotiate with these two different origin stories. In the end, they ask the 

question, are these two concepts irreconcilable?  

Likewise, there is a clear correlation between anxiety about progress and these monstrous 

women. The Princess demonstrates a meshing of various timeframes, where the past and future 

are indistinguishable. This deterioration of boundaries is similarly reflected in the dissolving 

borders between the human and animal. If time is the only factor separating the barbaric from the 

civilized, the non-linear progression of time also becomes a perceived threat. The Victorians 

were nostalgic for the simplicity of bygone eras; nevertheless, the concept of evolution as well as 

the violence of Elizabeth’s reign also meant that the past had its own share of unearthed 

skeletons. Consequently, the Victorians exhibited a complicated relationship with their past, one 

that is demonstrated in Tennyson’s poetry.    

Nevertheless, Tennyson’s story appears to display acceptance of the “in-between.” 

Tennyson’s “in-between” spans a number of boundaries; his work, as a fusion of genres, 

deliberately combines attributes from the past and future, men and women, as well as animal and 

human. He also seems to insist that the scientific and the spiritual can live harmoniously 

together. As a result, even as female power is ultimately tied to the idea of human regression in 

his work, Tennyson is able to resolve the idea in his mind by indicating that the fusion between 

times can actually be a beneficial, rather than horrific consequence.  

The Shape-shifting Myth: A History of Acteon’s Tale 

Before examining the different uses of the Acteon myth in The Princess, it is important to 

consider the original source of the tale as well as early modern variations. Ovid’s account of the 

Acteon story in Metamorphoses is fundamentally a tale about a vengeful goddess’ unjust 
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punishment towards an unwitting male victim.20 Ovid begins the story by attesting to Acteon’s 

innocent transgression. In Golding’s translation, he states: “But if you sift the matter well, ye 

shall not finde desart/But cruell fortune to haue bene the cause of this his smart” (164-165). 

Here, Ovid accentuates the tragedy of Acteon’s story by blaming “cruell fortune” alone; unlike 

other tragic heroes whose hubris may have led to their unhappy ends, Acteon is cleared of fault 

in these first lines. As a result, the audience is primed to identify and sympathize with Acteon as 

opposed to the female goddess. Acteon stumbles into the sacred grove where Diana and her 

nymphs were bathing; however, in spite of his infraction, Ovid spends a greater portion of lines 

detailing the gruesomeness of Acteon’s punishment rather than Diana or her nymph’s 

perspective. When Acteon sees Diana naked, he is not given a word to defend himself; instead, 

the goddess instantly deems him guilty and transforms him into a stag.  

In this sequence, Ovid emphasizes the horror of losing one’s humanity. Acteon is 

horrified when he sees his new, beastly exterior in the pool’s reflection, but the real horror 

emerges when he realizes that he has lost his ability to speak. As Acteon still retains his human 

consciousness, he becomes a human-beast hybrid. John Heath, in his chapter “Lethal 

Assumptions,” attests that “the loss of speech is the most common expression of the loss of 

human status in the Metamorphoses.” With regard to Acteon, he states that “the silencing of 

Actaeon has uniquely tormenting and lethal consequences” (65). While Ovid records multiple 

instances of humans transgressing against their divine counterparts, no human experiences such a 

horrific punishment. The deliberate silencing of Acteon is also evident in Diana’s condemning 

                                                
20 John Heath’s examination of the myth in Actaeon, the Unmannerly Intruder takes note that Acteon’s story takes 

place after Phoebus’ attempted rape of Daphne. He proposes that Diana may have assumed that Acteon would 

attempt to sexually assault her; however, she clearly reaches her judgment too rashly and condemns him before any 

demonstration of real guilt.  
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words: “Tell if thou can: I giue thee leaue: tell heardly: doe not spare” (228). Anticipating 

Acteon’s transformation, Diana’s words feel cruel and taunting. After turning into a stag, Acteon 

is unable to even express horror at the change:  

he would haue cryde alas,  

But as for then no kinde of speach out of his lippes could passe.  

He sight and brayde: for that was then the speach that did remaine,  

And downe the eyes that were not his, his bitter teares did raine. (237-240)21   

 Ovid then spends twenty-five lines naming thirty-three of Acteon’s hunting dogs; some 

of these mentions include a brief remark on their characteristics and their origins.22 This 

rhetorical move is extremely deliberate. While the long list of dog names at first seems odd, Ovid 

is demonstrating the reversal of fortunes. One dog is described as having a sharp voice, 

something Acteon, very bitterly and ironically, does not have. Heath states, “The world has 

become inverted” (69). Acteon attempts to speak to his dogs and say, “I am Acteon: know your 

Lorde and Mayster sirs I pray” (277). However, stripped of his voice, Acteon is likewise stripped 

of his identity. While his dogs have names, histories, and voices, Acteon has lost it all. Heath 

observes that the hunter is now the hunted, and the master is now the subject of a mutiny (69). 

 However, this horror is significantly muted in Petrarch’s recreation of the story in his 

sonnets. As argued in “Diana Described: Scattered Woman and Scattered Rhyme,” Nancy 

Vickers observes how Petrarch’s blazon of the female object is an act of violence. Just as Acteon 

is torn into pieces at the end of the story, the woman is also subjected to male aggression through 

                                                
21 This theme about the loss of voice repeats when Acteon is caught by his hounds: “He could none other do  

/But sigh . . . (For voyce of man was none now left to helpe him at the brunt)” (ln 285-287).  
22 For instance, the dog Stalker is from Crete and Blackfoote is from Sparta.  
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the speaker’s description and words. Vickers also discusses how the poet figure’s voice in 

Petrarch’s version of the tale is preserved. While Ovid’s tale completely silences Acteon, as 

opposed to Diana, Petrarch renders Diana the mute instead. The poet, while in his beastly 

transformation, still retains a sense of gratification at the sight of the naked woman and 

somehow, manages to be the speaker of his tale. As a result, Petrarch preserves some aspect of 

the male subject’s humanity and silences the female object.23  

 Now, how then are these women monsters? In a translation of the Petrarch, Diana is 

described as “that lovely cruel wild creature” (235). What is interesting about this descript ion is 

that it anticipates Acteon’s transformation into a beast; in a way, by describing Diana as a 

“creature,” the poet figure makes Diana his analog. While worshiped for her extraordinary 

beauty, as evidenced in the blazon, the poet’s epithet calling her “wild” places her akin to the 

beast that he turns into. Acteon’s magical transformation, though an impulsive act of cruelty, 

becomes less the act of a god or goddess. Petrarch’s image is not of Jove striking down a mortal 

from the sky with his lightning bolt. In a way, his description of Diana grounds her; as a beast 

herself, she makes the poor hunter after her image. As stated in Elizabeth Cropper’s article “On 

Beautiful Women,” regardless of the female object’s beauty, the assembly of a woman’s body 

parts in poetry makes them “beautiful monsters composed of every individual perfection” (376). 

As a result, although the poet figures are brought to their knees in worship and at the mercy of 

these sublime women, the poetry itself reverses the power dynamic; the poet is still ultimately in 

control.  

                                                
23 Additionally, he emphasizes the overlap between erotic desire and violence, a theme common within early 

modern poetry.    
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 Aside from Petrarch, the story of Acteon also appeared in works by popular early modern 

writers such as Edmund Spenser and Sir Philip Sidney. Maureen Quilligan’s article “The 

Comedy of Female Authority in ‘The Faerie Queene’” examines how Spenser’s Mutability 

Cantos repurposed the Acteon myth as a commentary on Elizabeth I’s policies. Within Spenser’s 

version of the story, Faunus (not Acteon) spies Diana bathing. However, his response to the sight 

(and his punishment) are significantly different from the original story. Spenser writes:  

There Faunus saw that pleased much his eye,  

And made his hart to tickle in his brest,  

That for great ioy of some-what he did spy,  

He could him not contarne in silent rest;  

But breaking forth in laughter, loud profest  

His foolish thought. A foolish Faune indeed,  

That couldst not hold thy selfe so hidden blest,  

But wouldest needs thine owne conceit areed.  

Babblers vn worthy been of so diuine a meed. (VII.vi.46)     

In Ovid’s tale, Acteon has little response to the sight of Diana beyond shock; instead, like 

Petrarch’s retelling, Spenser emphasizes the gratification of seeing Diana naked. Ultimately, the 

emotional response is drastically different, and Spenser turns a horrifying situation into a comical 

one. Instead of being transformed into a beast, Faunus is merely forced to wear a deerskin, 

likewise softening the original punishment.  

Maureen Quilligan argues that using comedy in this instance allowed early modern 

audiences to deal with the concept of horror in a unique way: through laughter. For the English 

under Elizabeth’s rule, capital punishment for displeasing the queen was a real, potential threat. 
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Louis Montrose writes in her article on A Midsummer Night’s Dream that all men were 

vulnerable under the queen’s authority: “she held the power of life and death over every 

Englishman, the power to advance or frustrate the worldly desires of all her subjects” (77).  

Taking note of the unusual, but frequent interweaving of fear and laughter, Quilligan writes: “. . . 

we all know what a relief it is to laugh at our terrors” (171).24  

Consequently, the female sublime is the one constant within these stories. A dangerous 

female presence stands as a constant force. In other ways, though, the tales vary in their different 

emphases. For instance, the original Ovid was largely devoid of eroticism; instead, he focused on 

the horror of losing one’s humanity as a central, reoccurring theme. Even within the short 

passage, Ovid frequently places the focus on Acteon’s loss of identity and voice. Early modern 

reiterations, however, placed greater emphasis on the erotic qualities of the story: Diana’s 

nakedness and the act of forbidden looking. In both Petrarch and Spenser’s retellings, the 

consequences of male transgression are also diminished in significant ways. The Victorian 

mentions of Acteon, interestingly enough, fuse elements of multiple historical treatments of the 

tale. While The Princess retains the erotic elements made famous by Petrarch and Spenser, there 

is also a return to the horror of the original Ovid. While dismemberment is still a threat, 

Victorian recreations of the myth place greater emphasis on the final half-animal, half-human 

                                                
24 While many early modern uses of the Acteon myth are comical, the myth is by no means inflexible. Over the 

course of history, even within the span of the Elizabethan age, the myth has been repurposed in a wide variety of 

ways. Remi Vuillemin’s 2014 article observes how Drayton’s “Amour 35” uses a moralized version of the tale. 
Acteon’s violent death serves as an “example of punishment for excessive and uncontrolled desire” (180). On a 

similar level, Anne Hall’s allegorical reading of Spenser focuses on the characterization of Faunus. Her analysis 

expands on how Christ and Satan have been attributed to the character of Faunus. In the same way, Acteon has also 

been compared to Christ. As a result, the Acteon story is remarkably malleable. At times the emphasis is placed on 

the sexually charged dynamic between Acteon and Diana; other times, Acteon becomes characterized as a pure 

martyr.     
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hybrid; the monstrous and bestial aspects of the tale fundamentally become more culturally 

resonant.  

Acteon Reborn: Violent Women and Contagious Monstrosity in Tennyson’s The Princess  

The publication of The Origin of Species radically altered Victorian conceptions of 

human development. However, even before Darwin’s publication, scientific advances about 

biology were shaping Victorian understandings of humanity. For instance, in 1828, Alfred 

Tennyson read a review published in The Quarterly about the similarities between the human 

nervous system and that of other species. Surrounded by his colleagues in Cambridge, Tennyson 

was able to develop a lifelong fascination with science (Stott 14). Although many of his major 

works were published before Darwin’s theory of evolution, scientific advancement brought new 

exciting possibilities as well as new anxieties to light. Due to the theory of evolution and other 

findings, Victorians became hyperaware of their potential connections to their less-than-human 

ancestors. The suggestion that humankind had beastly origins had fascinating implications in 

nineteenth-century literature. For example, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde is 

arguably a prompt response to this question of human evolution: if it was possible to become 

civilized over time, was it not equally possible to progress backwards? Jekyll’s potion ripped 

through his thin veneer of gentlemanly character to reveal the dark and depraved Mr. Hyde. As 

Carl Vogt stated, “man may by arrest of development sink down to the ape” (202). As stated 

before, Tennyson was one of these prominent Victorian writers who were interested in the many 

implications of evolutionary theory.  
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Because of his particular interest in scientific thought, scholars have conducted a fair 

amount of research about how scientific theory influenced his literature.25 One of the works that 

influenced him was Friedrich Tiedemann’s findings on human brain development, which spurred 

on a great deal of letter writing between Tennyson and Arthur Hallam. In his letters, Tennyson 

grappled with the implications of the findings (Stott 15). Charles Lyell’s book, The Principles of 

Geology, also was instrumental in shaping Tennyson’s understanding of nature as a potentially 

cruel force; this perception differed greatly from the traditional nurturing personifications of 

Mother Nature (Stott 18). Publications expanding on this topic include G. Glen Wickens’ “The 

Two Sides of Early Victorian Science and the Unity of ‘The Princess.’” The article is an 

excellent analysis of how Tennyson integrated early nineteenth-century scientific thought into 

his poem. Wickens argues that Princess Ida embodies a kind of harsh, empirical view of science 

lacking in spiritual awareness. Princess Ida’s shift in attitude by the end of the poem signifies 

Tennyson’s attempt to reconcile scientific thought with his dedication to Christian faith.  

 As a result, Tennyson has a unique approach to this problem of being in in-between 

stages. The Princess, as a medley of genres, itself is declared a hybrid at the very beginning of 

the story. Likewise, as Tennyson appears comfortable unifying the sometimes clashing 

viewpoints of science and religion, he also does not appear excessively anxious over the concept 

of evolution either. While the figure of Acteon does appear in the poem, the horror of the 

                                                
25 There has been a substantial amount of research on Tennyson’s relationship to science and how it affected his 

literature. His famous line “Nature, red in tooth and claw” from In Memoriam, for instance, highlights the apparent 

random cruelness of Nature (LVI, ln 15). Here, Nature departs from being a Romantic, nurturing, benevolent force, 
and Tennyson’s In Memoriam strives to negotiate with these new concepts. John Killham’s chapter on “‘The 

Princess and Evolution’” (1958) is a very thorough exploration of Tennyson’s scientific interests and how they 

affected his poetry. Killham’s work is highly influential on the topic and has influenced much subsequent research. 

Millhauser’s Fire and Ice: The Influence of Science on Tennyson’s Poetry (1971) is another early critical work. A 

more recent collection includes Darwin, Tennyson and Their Readers: Explorations in Victorian Literature and 

Science (2013) edited by Valerie Purton.    
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transformation only occurs in a brief moment. This approach to the blurring boundaries between 

humans and animals is a surprising and possibly counterintuitive reaction. Additionally, although 

Princess Ida overall loses her sublime aura in exchange for a softer, more malleable persona, the 

Prologue also indicates less anxiety over female power and violence. In fact, an early passage 

even glorifies it.  

 Even before science is brought into the equation, the story begins with the narrator  

quickly establishing how violent women generate pleasure and interest for himself and his 

audience. Finding a book in the Vivian estate, he describes the content for the reader:  

And mixt with these, a lady, one that arm'd 

Her own fair head, and sallying thro' the gate, 

Had beat her foes with slaughter from her walls. 

'O miracle of women,' said the book, 

'O noble heart who, being strait-besieged 

By this wild king to force her to his wish, 

Nor bent, nor broke, nor shunn'd a soldier's death, 

But now when all was lost or seem'd as lost-- 

Her stature more than mortal in the burst 

Of sunrise, her arm lifted, eyes on fire-- 

Brake with a blast of trumpets from the gate, 

And, falling on them like a thunderbolt, 

She trampled some beneath her horses' heels, 

And some were whelm'd with missiles of the wall, 

And some were push'd with lances from the rock, 
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And part were drown'd within the whirling brook: 

O miracle of noble womanhood!' (ln 32-48)  

What is interesting is how this book characterizes ideal womanhood. Written by an unknown 

author and read by the narrator, the lady warrior’s nobility is never questioned. In a figure 

reminiscent of The Faerie Queene’s Britomart, the unnamed lady knight is noted for her feats of 

violence.26 She is “arm’d” and “beat her foes with slaughter from her walls” (ln 32-34). Here, we 

see an androgynous female figure revered by the narrator. With “her” repeated twice in the 

second line, the narrator emphasizes how the foes and the walls belong to the lady knight; there 

is a clear sense of ownership. As the narrator quotes from the manuscript, the site of contention 

is the lady’s autonomy. Her antagonist, the “wild king to force her to his wish” is adequately 

vilified.27  

 Additionally, the overall portrayal of the woman is similar to Tennyson’s description of 

Lancelot in “The Lady of Shalott.” The passage is positioned as a moment of catalyst for the 

stationary and passive Lady. In contrast to the Lady, Lancelot is depicted as mobile and 

stimulating to the senses: visually and auditorily. As a result, Tennyson’s depiction of the lady 

knight in this passage has multiple parallels with his Lancelot. In the poem, everything belonging 

to him, his greaves, shield, bridle, belt, saddle, helmet, and even his forehead are described as 

shining with an attractive light. For instance, the verbs “flamed” “sparkled” “shone” “glow’d” all 

are used to emphasize the brilliance of his appearance (ln. 76, 80, 82, 100). In this passage, he is 

                                                
26 As noted by Susan Clayton in “Britomart Quest Anew” (2010), women in armor such as Britomart and Joan of 

Arc were used as feminist icons during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Tennyson’s usage of this armored 
woman also seems to predict future uses of such an icon.   
27 The use of the term “wild” is also notable. In my analysis of Alice in Wonderland, the female characters, namely 

the Duchess and the Queen of Hearts, were equated with bestial tempers and savagery. Here, the trend is noticeably 

reversed as the female knight possesses noble qualities associated with the upper class. It is the assailing king, on the 

other hand, that is an example of savage royalty. This short line also sets the scene for the upcoming story, as 

Princess Ida debates what characterizes the differences between civility and wildness.  
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compared to a meteor. Likewise, Lancelot sings “Tirra lirra, tirra lirra” as he journeys across 

Shalott (ln 107). His own armor also rings with noise. Although somewhat less detailed, this 

imagery is remarkably similar to the lady knight’s portrayal. She is fighting “in the burst/Of 

sunrise” and also has “eyes on fire” (ln 40-41).28 Similarly, she breaks with “a blast of trumpets 

from the gate” (ln 42). Last, but not least, she is also compared to a natural phenomenon as she is 

equated with a thunderbolt. However, due to the battle imagery of the piece, the lady knight is 

depicted as a destructive force.29 Lancelot, as the muse in “The Lady of Shalott,” is mainly there 

to be visually appealing. Ultimately, however, both legendary knights unknowingly operate as 

catalysts; the story of the female knight, fictional or historical, helps create the backdrop of The 

Princess’ entire central narrative.30  

 Also, with mention of “slaughter” in line 34, the violence of the scene is not skirted 

around. In this brief section of the poem, there is extensive description of the fighting. The 

nameless victims are reduced to the sole word “them”; they get “trampled” “whelm’d with 

missiles” “pushed with lances” and “drown’d.” The passage is fantastical and moving; she 

appears larger than life. The immediate conclusion of this section with “O miracle of noble 

                                                
28 This description is noteworthy, as it also mirrors descriptions of angels in the Bible. Unlike the domestic women 

who would bear the name “angel” in later poetic works, the lady knight embodies very warlike angel attributes in 

her sublime qualities. 
29 The difference between the comparisons is interesting as well. As Lancelot is a beautiful, moving image of 

masculinity, the “bearded meteor” simile is very fitting. The simile also highlights the Lady of Shalott’s sense of 

inability to interact with him. The physical distance between them seems daunting; Lancelot is unattainable to her. 

With regard to the unnamed female knight, on the other hand, Tennyson emphasizes her destructive qualities. 

Contact with a thunderbolt, traditionally a symbol of Jove’s wrath, would annihilate the victim completely. As a 

result, the analogy produces the effect of giving the lady knight god-like smiting powers. Lancelot, though a famed 

warrior, is not depicted in the heat of battle in “The Lady of Shalott”; the analogies are similar, but notably different 

as well.   
30 Tennyson clearly favored mixing themes of chivalry into his poetry. From “The Lady of Shalott” to The Princess 

and Idylls of the King, knights and medieval legends were frequent subjects of his writing. However, in The 

Princess, the overall tone is strikingly different from the melancholy nature of some of his other works. In fact, “The 

Lady of Shalott” and Idylls of the King, while written at different points in his life, share a kind of wistful dismay at 

the inability to attain an ideal. The Princess, instead, is much more optimistic. The lady knight, revered by all party 

attendees, does not suffer from the moral anxieties plaguing the characters in Idylls of the King.      
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womanhood!” appears jarring and a little odd juxtaposed next to the violence. However, in the 

following section, none of the partygoers question the statement.  

 As the narrator brings the book with him, keeping his finger in it, this action 

communicates the lasting allure of this female figure.31 In spite of being surrounded by numerous 

gadgets and inventions, the narrator and his party return to considering this heroine. In the next 

sequence, the narrator states, “But while they talk’d above their heads I saw/ The feudal warrior 

lady-clad” (ln 118-119). This image is interesting as once again, the narrator visualizes the image 

of the woman warrior hovering above the contemporary scene. This daydream foreshadows the 

Prince’s reveries within the story, but also emphasizes the captivating nature of this lady fighter. 

Visually above the scene, the image could be interpreted as ghostly (or angelic,) nodding towards 

how the narrator places her on a pedestal or considers her position symbolically above the rest in 

morals or in character. The next few lines repeat words from before: “the tale of her/ That drove 

her foes with slaughter form her walls,/ And much I praised her nobleness” (ln 122-124). Once 

again, the connection between physical violence and nobility is unified within these lines. The 

possessive “her” is also repeated four times within three lines. This reading of her story acts as a 

catalyst for the entire plot of The Princess. As a result, while some critics attest that Tennyson 

creates moments that allow for male androgyny within his poetry, here is an example where 

female androgyny is depicted in a positive light.32  

                                                
31 This action is subtle, yet deliberately inserted into the text. Tennyson reminds the reader to mentally bookmark the 

image because it will return again.  
32 Leonard Findlay and Thais Morgan agree that Tennyson seems to make a distinction between male and female 

androgyny. Findlay cites Tennyson’s poem “On One Who Affected an Effeminate Manner”: “While man and 

woman still are incomplete,/I prize that soul where man and woman meet,/ Which types all Nature’s male and 

female plan,/ But, friend, man-woman is not woman-man.” Thais Morgan states that Tennyson seems to appropriate 

female characteristics in his male protagonists, but still reinstates the gender hierarchy. Through my analysis, I hope 

to demonstrate places where female androgyny is valued in Tennyson’s poetry.    
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 The threat of violence from Princess Ida is also mentioned very early on in the story. As 

Walter Jr. requests the narrator compose a story about a “great Princess, six feet high,/ Grand, 

epic, and homicidal,” the Princess is established as a figure of violence, very much like the lady 

warrior. Six feet in height, the Princess is a physically intimidating person and is the same 

height, or even taller, than most men. The term “homicidal” also appears somewhat tongue-in-

cheek, but paints her as a serial killer. While the lady knight is revered, however, the label of 

“monster” still gets used in reference to women outside their normal spheres. For instance, 

Walter calls Lilia a “petty Ogress” and an “ungrateful Puss” after she speaks her mind about 

women’s situation in the world (ln 156). While these names are spoken in play, the theme of 

monstrosity is still evident within the rest of the poem.33  

Within the story itself, the threat of violence is also clear as Princess Ida puts up a sign 

stating, “LET NO MAN ENTER IN ON PAIN OF DEATH” (II, ln 192). However, these threats 

ultimately are empty, as even her brother himself strides into the college with little fear. 

Challenging the Princess’ authority, the threat of death becomes comical when her orders are 

repeatedly undermined.34 Princess Ida appears like a dog with bark, but no bite. Nevertheless, the 

threat of death is still communicated loud and clear. Ida, herself, favors art as a means of 

conveying her power. Princess Ida decorates her college with mythical and Biblical female 

figures associated with violence; this move is very deliberate and serves a dual purpose. 

                                                
33 Paul Beidler’s article “Gender, Self, and Play” discusses extensively how the problem of monstrous hybridity is 

interwoven into the text. Taking note of the first use of the word “monstrous,” Beidler observes that the word is used 

in describing some of the ancient artifacts hanging in the Vivian household, specifically the “horns of elk and deer” 

where “His own forefathers’ arms and armor hung” (ln 23-24). Monstrosity is also linked to the dinosaurs and 

violent men. Beidler states himself: “‘Monster’ means something ancient and fierce” (33). He observes how Ida’s 
burly bodyguards are called monstrous for appearing more androgynous. Ida also suggests that perhaps the students 

in her college “seem a kind of monster” to the men because of their learning (III, ln 259).  
34 This approach to female authority is very similar to how the Queen of Hearts is portrayed in Alice in Wonderland. 

Like Princess Ida, the Queen of Hearts repeatedly threatens death to any subjects that displease her. In spite of her 

cries of “Off with his head!” the King later informs Alice that no one is actually executed at all. This dismantling of 

female power appears in The Princess as well. 
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Tennyson’s attention to detail with regard to the artwork is likewise very intentional. These 

female figures in artwork 1) serve as inspiration for her female students and 2) serve as a 

warning for any men who may dare cross her path. 

 For instance in Canto IV, the Prince describes seeing great caryatids. This sequence 

occurs immediately after an action-packed scene where the men’s identities are revealed. In hot 

pursuit of the men, the Princess falls into the river, and the Prince risks his life to rescue her. 

Running away from the scene alone, he describes the garden gates. At the center, Acteon is 

depicted:  

 . . . betwixt were valves  

 Of open-work in which the hunter rued 

 His rash intrusion, manlike, but his brows 

 Had sprouted, and the branches thereupon 

 Spread out at top, and grimly spiked the gates. (ln 202-206)  

 What is interesting about this passage is the fact that Acteon is never named. Like the 

original Ovid, at the point of Acteon’s transformation, he loses his identity and simply becomes a 

nameless hunter. In statue form, once again, Acteon is completely silenced; only the expression 

on his face is capable of conveying any sense of inward thought. Unlike Petrarch and Spenser’s 

retelling of the story, there is no evidence of gratification upon seeing Diana naked. Instead, this 

work of art, as seen through the Prince’s eyes, emphasizes the horror and the consequence of 

Acteon’s transgression. The adjective “manlike” is also notable, as it can refer to either the 

hunter, or the intrusion. In the description, the text suggests a combination of active and inactive. 

In the act of changing, his brows “sprouted,” the branches “spread out” and “spiked the gates.” 

The verbs suggest slow, gradual movement, but the words themselves are more commonly used 
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when referring to plants. In this way, while Acteon is making the transition from man to beast, 

the terms used also are reminiscent of Daphne’s transformation into a laurel tree. The last part of 

the section, “grimly spiked the gates,” also creates an atmosphere of violence. Though silent, the 

statue acts as a loud warning to potential male invaders; the consequences of male transgression 

are severe. As the phrase that concludes the verse, the space between the two sections also 

creates a sense of silence as the narrator and the reader contemplate the implications of the art. In 

these passages, Tennyson very beautifully uses the detailed descriptions to reflect the mood and 

ambiance of the scene. As the Prince is forced to consider the potential consequences of his 

intrusion, Acteon reflects the Prince’s situation as he is hunted by the women, friendless and 

alone.35     

 The danger that Princess Ida poses to the men’s lives is emphasized in the following lines 

as well. When the Prince meets Florian again, Florian tells his account about what happened and 

how he hid himself: “And, couch’d behind a Judith, underneath/ The head of Holofernes peep’d 

and saw” (IV, ln 225-226).36 Through these words, Tennyson once again, innocuously but 

deliberately places a piece of artwork in the reader’s line of sight. Although Princess Ida is less 

obvious than the Queen of Hearts with her cries of “Off with his head!”, readers can clearly see 

                                                
35 In spite of the statue operating as a visual warning, the Prince still enters the college again: “A little space was left 

between the horns,/Thro’ which I clamber’d o’er at top with pain” (ln 207-208). This imagery is noteworthy as it 

mirrors the transgressive behaviors mentioned in the prologue where the college men tell stories of their experiences 

in university: “but we, unworthier, told/ Of college: he had climb’d across the spikes,/ And he had squeezed himself 

betwixt the bars” (ln 110-112). These lines are in response and contrast to the maiden Aunt who “preach’d/ An 

universal culture for the crowd” (ln 108-109). Once again, this echo emphasizes the theme of male mischief in the 

presence of focused female activism.     
36 As stated before, Aidan Norrie’s article “Elizabeth I as Judith” (2016) goes extensively into how Queen Elizabeth 

was frequently compared to Judith, both by her subjects and the queen herself. For instance, in a book of prayers 
called Christian Prayers and Meditations in English French, Italian, Spanish, Greeke, and Latine, a prayer 

attributed to Elizabeth writes: “give me strength so that I, . . . as another Judith, . . . may free Thy people of Israel 

from the hands of Thy enemies” (710). Here, she very deliberately makes the connection between herself and the 

Biblical figure. Norrie argues that the violence of Judith’s story and the beheading was fitting in comparison to 

Elizabeth’s response to Catholics. As a result, early modern writers used the story of Judith as a means of justifying 

Elizabeth’s policies.   
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the connection between male transgression and the threat of capital punishment. The possibility 

of being killed looms over Florian, very much like the statue of Judith hovering above him. 

Likewise, the term “couch’d” also has an interesting usage. According to the OED, “couch’d” is 

often used in reference to animals.37 As a result, while the statue of Acteon is not in the room, the 

theme of transforming at the presence of a female power is still active within the poetry.  

 The myth of Acteon also emerges in line 226 when Florian describes himself as under the 

head of Holofernes where he “peep’d and saw.” This line is also significant due to the repetition. 

While peeping can mean “to appear partially; to protrude,” peeping is also defined as “to look 

quickly or furtively from a vantage point; to steal a glance.” With the terms “peep’d” and “saw” 

next to each other, they appear redundant. With the two terms, Tennyson once again emphasizes 

and possibly alludes to the Acteon myth. Although the women in the hall were fully dressed, as 

opposed to naked, Tennyson once again brings Acteon’s transgression of sight into the picture.    

 Nevertheless, although the end of the Acteon myth leaves him as Diana’s prey, the 

Prince’s father reverses this analogy in the following canto. While the king had never set foot in 

Princess Ida’s college or had seen the art himself, his words still seem to be a response and a 

compensation for his son’s humbling experience. He says,  

 Man is the hunter; woman is his game:     

 The sleek and shining creatures of the chase, 

 We hunt them for the beauty of their skins; 

 They love us for it, and we ride them down. (ln 147-150) 

                                                
37 The only other time the term “couch’d” appears in The Princess is in reference to the leopards “couch’d beside her 

throne” (II, ln 33). As a result, the term within the poem is related specifically to animal-like objects in a subservient 

posture in the presence of a female power.   



Chen 46 

 

 

The violence of this passage is remarkably disturbing as women become “creatures” valued for 

their skin.38 Unlike hunters who kill animals for necessity, the king highlights the sportive aspect 

of the hunt as it is purely for pleasure, as an exercise in demonstrating their power. As deer are 

skinned for their pelts, the analogy conjures up mental images of men stalking women and 

skinning them. Here, the men become sadistic serial killers who revel in violence. The last 

phrase, “ride them down” also has a sexual connotation. The women, then as men’s prey, 

become masochists and willing victims. Sexual pursuit is then tied to violence as he cites 

“beauteous battle . . . With the air of the trumpet round him” as his strategy for winning and 

snaring women (ln 154-155). What is interesting about this passage is how much it reflects the 

scene at the prologue. The Prince’s father resembles the antagonistic “wild king” attempting to 

“force her to his wish” (Prologue, ln 37). As a result, while some readers may side with the 

King’s gender politics, the general set-up of the story does paint the King’s speech as excessive 

and out-of-touch. After the Prince has spent time learning about Princess Ida’s desires, the 

King’s chauvinism seems to justify her desire for gender-based segregation.   

 At the end of his speech, the King refers to her as a “dragon” and a “tigress” (162-163). 

The dragon comparison is apt, especially in the anachronistic medieval setting of The Princess. 

While knights generally save princesses from dragons and other mythical monsters, because of 

Princess Ida’s feminism, she is instead then mentally fused with the bestial antagonist of many 

fairy tales. Ultimately, she is described as a beast needing to be tamed or slain before the story’s 

conclusion. In all of these instances, women are compared to animals, silenced, and stripped of 

their humanity. The Princess’ perceived animality was painted as brutal and destructive. Through 

these moments, Tennyson captures Victorian concerns about women’s growing sphere of 

                                                
38 This statement mirrors the translation of Petrarch which also compares Diana the huntress to a “wild creature.”  
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influence. These words accurately voice a reactive misogyny that needed to “put women back in 

their place.” While the King’s statement provides no room for subtlety or nuance, the end of the 

story has the Prince fully embracing ambiguity and the “in between.” While the closeness 

between humans and animals is at times portrayed as fraught with conflict, there are other 

moments of The Princess where Tennyson embraces heterogeneity and broken barriers. This 

resolution is apparent in Tennyson’s weaving scientific language into the story.     

Accepting Hybridity: Horror and Comfort in the “In-between”  

Tennyson’s interest in science is reflected very overtly in The Princess’ frame as well as 

the plot itself. In one of the opening scenes, the narrator describes new technologies sharing 

space with nature. Tennyson explores the rapid changes in society through the poem’s fusion of 

time and space. Characterized early on in the introduction, Tennyson is very much interested in 

the Victorian hope of progress; torn between past and future influences, the poem itself expresses 

its simultaneously ancient and modern influences. For instance, in John Stuart Mill’s The Spirit 

of the Age (1831), he discusses the Victorians’ understanding of the past by stating that:  

Before men begin to think much and long on the peculiarities of their own times, they 

must have begun to think that those times are, or are destined to be, distinguished in a 

very remarkable manner from the times that preceded them. Mankind are divided, into 

those who are still what they were, and those who have changed: into men of the present 

age, and the men of the past. To the former, the spirit of the age is a subject of exultation; 

to the latter, of terror; to both, of eager and anxious interest.  

 In this quote, John Stuart Mill captures the tension in Victorian society with regard to 

time. Also, as Jerome Hamilton Buckley notes in his book The Triumph of Time, the Victorians 

had a unique relationship to their historical past and their concepts of the future. Although 
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nineteenth-century writers, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, for example, were deeply influenced 

by the past, the recent technological advancements also affected literary production in very real 

ways.  

This jarring sensation of past and present combined was a unique characteristic of The 

Princess. Anachronisms in nineteenth-century literature, according to Buckley, were becoming 

less and less popular; instead, Victorians were deeply invested in researching history and 

producing accurate representations in literature (16). However, Tennyson forgoes this Victorian 

typicality by setting the stage of his story in a very anachronistic world. While knights and 

chivalric traditions are features in The Princess, there are simultaneously references to 

contemporary discoveries in geology, astronomy, and biology. Likewise, as a large part of The 

Princess takes place in a women’s college, the story is also entrenched in history as Princess Ida 

pays homage to Greco-Roman, Biblical, and historical women. Keenly in tune with history, yet 

at the same time, set nowhere, Tennyson fused cultures and time periods in his story. As Thomas 

M. Greene stated in his work on Renaissance poetry: “History becomes a vast container whose 

contents can be disarranged endlessly without suffering damage” (39).39 Although his research is 

predominantly on early modern texts, the statement can easily apply to nineteenth-century works 

as well. Especially in The Princess, Tennyson’s play with time reflects Victorian tensions with 

the idea of progress. For Victorian audiences, the past inspired nostalgia and the future held 

tantalizing, yet frightening possibilities. As a result, though the poem is oftentimes examined for 

                                                
39 Remi Vuillemin’s recent article on the myth of Acteon, published in 2014, likewise investigates the Elizabethans’ 

relationship with their Greco-Roman sources. Vuillemin looks at how “allusions and echoes are combined and 

isolated from their original context and only take significance in the new way in which they are used” (175). He 

calls this interplay of meaning “friction” (176). Citing Thomas M. Greene’s work on Renaissance poetry, Vuillemin 

studies how history becomes “fragmented, jumbled, in effect dehistoricized” (Greene 40).  
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its complex gender politics, close reading of the poem’s prologue also reveals how conversations 

about the Woman Question were interwoven with cultural anxieties about progress.  

The Princess begins with a discussion on the plight of women in nineteenth-century 

Britain; the debate is settled with the creation of Princess Ida’s story. Details from the prologue 

provide clues, the most significant being related to gender concerns as well as the poem’s unique 

relationship with time. As many critics have noted, the catalogue of items in the Vivian estate 

appears innocuous, but is important to consider in conjunction with the genre of the poem as a 

“medley.” The list opens up with “Huge Ammonites, and the first bones of Time;/ And on the 

tables every clime and age/ Jumbled together” (ln 15-17.) With the order of “clime” and “age,” 

Tennyson avoids rhyming the two lines and ends the thought in the following mid-line. The formal 

elements of the lines mimic the scene presented: one that is simultaneously deliberately arranged 

yet haphazard at the same time.40  

Later on in the introduction, Tennyson continues this theme of a mixing of opposites as he 

describes the summer fete. Like much of his other poetry, Tennyson’s description of the 

landscape/scene outdoors mimics his literary themes. The objects inside the house attest to the 

historical past; the festival outside, as a celebration for the Mechanics’ Institute, is scattered with 

the latest inventions used to divert the guests. These objects are a reminder of the present, as well 

as the possibilities of the future.41 The narrator remarks, twice, “strange was the sight,” once in 

line 54 and again in line 89. The combination of mechanical objects against the backdrop of the 

natural landscape, to him, is strange; the repetition bookends the narrator’s description of the 

                                                
40 As Hugh Kenner observed in his work The Invisible Poet, Tennyson was a poet who was deeply musical and 

possibly privileged sound above content in his compositions. Any sense of jarring would therefore be very 

intentional.  
41 Catherine Barnes Stevenson’s article “Tennyson’s ‘Mutability Canto’” mentions that Tennyson’s contemporaries 

recognized how he captured the spirit of the Victorian age through this passage. She names Charles Kingsley and 

Aubrey De Vere as two such reviewers (23).   
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festive activities. The narrator uses multiple examples to contrast the mechanical against the 

natural. In each instance, the narrator links a detail about the mechanical object with the landscape. 

For instance, in line 65, the narrator describes “A man with knobs and wires and vials” firing a 

cannon. He then immediately describes “Echo answer’d in her sleep/From hollow fields” (ln 66-

67). The entire passage is comprised of seven of these examples. Similarly, telescopes are linked 

to “azure fields” (ln 67-68) and a “little clock-work steamer” moves round the lake and shakes the 

lilies (ln 71-72). Towards the latter half of the passage, a “fire balloon/ Rose gem-like up before 

the dusky groves/And dropt a fairy parachute and past” (ln 74-76). In these lines, Tennyson also 

builds a visual contrast between the technology and the landscape. He includes a number of words 

with multiple meanings in this description. For example, a number of the words allude to color, 

although they are grammatically used in other ways. With the collective words of “fire,” the verb 

“Rose,” (which also reminds the reader of the hue and flower) and “gem-like,” the hot air balloon 

is described as a bright object of vivid color against the darker background. In this way, the colors 

themselves are portrayed in a contrasting manner, with warm colors against the dark, human 

invention and nature tied together. In a similar way, the word “fairy” gives the scene a romantic, 

magical atmosphere; with the word “past,” it is difficult to make out its part of speech. While it 

could be an adverb or preposition, the word also reminds the reader of the noun “past,” so likewise 

draws together the theme of the past and present uniting in this strange scene.42    

Additionally, Hester Davenport’s article about The Princess highlights how the 

architecture featured in the prologue juxtaposed opposing values and styles. She analyzes how 

archways symbolize the divides between class, time period, and gender throughout the poem’s 

body.  She writes how the Gothic structure combines strength and lightness, yoking apparently 

                                                
42 To conclude the scene, Tennyson writes that “sport/Went hand in hand with Science,” once again creating a sense 

of harmonious unity between two possibly opposing concepts.  
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contradictory characteristics together in a single architectural object. In the same way, the poem 

itself combines the “ancient and modern, comic and tragic, medieval and classical, male and 

female” (215). Tennyson’s choice of style as well as the description of the arch gives the reader a 

preview of this juxtaposition. The narrator writes, “Of finest Gothic lighter than a fire,/ Thro’ one 

wide chasm of time and frost.” As Davenport notes, the arch represents a crossing and breaking of 

barriers. Also, by quietly placing “fire” and “frost” side by side, Tennyson gently alerts his reader 

how, like the architecture, his poem also will be about the uniting of two seemingly opposite types.  

Aside from the architecture, the poem itself reveals Tennyson’s commitment to exploring 

the grey areas and middle-grounds of social problems. Within the prologue (as well as some of 

Tennyson’s other poetry), there is a repetition of the word “half.” For instance, when the party 

guests discuss the Vivian household ancestors, the narrator observes how they are “Half-legend, 

half-historic” (ln 30). Likewise, Lilia is described as “half child half woman” (ln 101).43 Especially 

in the case of Lilia, Tennyson draws attention to her transition between two temporal stages, 

childhood and adulthood, through the statement.44  

These are reminiscent of the Lady of Shalott’s statement, “I am half sick of shadows” (ln 

71). In these moments, Tennyson employs the term “half” to indicate a transition from one stage 

to another. The Lady of Shalott’s words, rather than just a plain statement of being “I am sick of 

shadows,” foreshadows her own personal transition from being confined indoors to her escape 

beyond the tower walls. Similarly, in The Princess, Tennyson uses the word “half” for very specific 

purposes.45 The word: 1) draws attention to the hybridity of a noun 2) indicates a transition between 

                                                
43 In reference to Walter’s teasing of Lilia, Tennyson also uses the phrase “Part banter, part affection” (ln 166). 
Another place where “half” appears is when Lilia reacts with “half-disdain” (ln 194). Once again, throughout the 

prologue, Tennyson interweaves these little mentions to draw attention to the grey areas and the spaces in-between.    
44 Her own statement, about how men “love to keep us children,” in this context, also becomes increasingly 

significant (ln 133).   
45 Tennyson likewise uses the term “half” regularly in In Memoriam, which was completed two years after the 

publication of The Princess. He refers to Hallam as his “half of life” and “half my life” in LVII and LIX. Similarly, 
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two seemingly opposing sides 3) indicates a sense of incompletion. These three themes emerge as 

the story progresses.  

For instance, towards the middle of the story in Canto IV, the Prince states his desire for 

Princess Ida by saying:  

I cannot cease to follow you, as they say 

The seal does music; who desire you more 

Than growing boys their manhood; dying lips, 

With many thousand matters left to do, 

The breath of life; O more than poor men wealth, 

Than sick men health--yours, yours, not mine--but half 

Without you; with you, whole; and of those halves 

You worthiest; (ln 453-460)46 

In referring to himself as a half, the Prince alludes to his lack of wholeness without 

Princess Ida and foreshadows his final speech to her in Canto VII. However, immediately after 

the first analogy, he compares his desire to growing boys’ longing for manhood. In this way, the 

analogy and the use of the term “half” is a sign of the Prince’s desire for progress and growth; in 

this way, he also sees his union with Princess Ida as a transition into maturity and adulthood. In 

comparing her to “life” “wealth” and “health,” the Prince’s words, intentionally or 

unintentionally, echo marital vows “in sickness and health” and “for richer or poorer.”  

                                                
in the poem Tennyson also uses the term “half” in reference to time and partial development; in CXIV he refers to a 

personified Knowledge as “Half-grown as yet, a child” (ln 9).     
46 This passage also foreshadows the last speech through his mention of music. He states that women are: “Like 

perfect music unto noble words;/And so these twain, upon the skirts of Time,/Sit side by side, full-summ'd in all 

their powers” (ln 285-287).  
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This comfort in the “in-between” is also exposed in the Prince’s final speech to Ida. In a 

culmination of The Princess’ themes of uniting opposites, he combines Biblical and scientific 

learning; from beginning to end, he progresses from an Old Testament reference to scientific 

terms, signaling a societal shift in thought and emphasis. Nevertheless, he depicts the two modes 

of thought as working in conjunction with one another, rather than separately or antithetically. 

This unique approach to convincing Ida of his love, while actively going against his father’s 

ideology, is ultimately effective in earning her affections. He starts by using terms that allude to 

the possibility of a new Eden, suggesting that through uniting men and women, “the statelier 

Eden” returns (ln 292). Also, in contradiction with the book of Genesis, where Eve is created as 

man’s “helper,” he instead uses the term to refer to himself (ln 257). Glen Wicken’s article “The 

Two Sides of Early Victorian Science and the Unity of ‘The Princess’” argues that Princess Ida 

construes Mosaic law with the subservience of women. Taking that analysis into account, the 

Prince’s deliberate reversal of gendered roles in the Genesis creation story adds weight to his 

promises. Unlike the Princess’ understanding of marriage as a kind of prison, the Prince uses the 

Biblical reference as a pledge. The term “statelier Eden” appears also as an oxymoron to the 

everyday reader. How could someone improve on Paradise (especially before the Fall of man)? 

However, the Prince is speaking to Ida through her own viewpoint of the world. By her reading 

of the Hebrew Scriptures, the Mosaic Eden is indeed one that needs improving. Therefore, the 

Prince uses his knowledge of her in his description of an ideal marriage. Likewise, in reference 

to men and women as halves of each other, he also subtly challenges the notion that women were 

solely created from man’s rib. Using the term “half,” therefore, indicates a desire for a more 

equal relationship between the sexes, as opposed to a hierarchal one.    
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After addressing the idea of marriage by using spiritual/religious terms, the Prince’s 

speech then moves forward to use scientific references as an analogy. He attests that he will 

“clear away the parasitic forms/ That seem to keep her up but drag her down” (ln 269-269). His 

mention of parasites creates a physical, biological sense of the struggles that they will face 

together. The Prince’s use of scientific terms continues when he declares:    

'Dear, but let us type them now 

In our own lives, and this proud watchword rest 

Of equal; seeing either sex alone 

Is half itself, and in true marriage lies 

Nor equal, nor unequal: each fulfils 

Defect in each, and always thought in thought, 

Purpose in purpose, will in will, they grow, 

The single pure and perfect animal, 

The two-celled heart beating, with one full stroke, 

 Life.' (ln 296-305)  

Especially in lines 302-305, the Prince frequently uses biological terms in order to illustrate the 

interdependence of men and women.47 He uses the terms “grow” and “single pure and perfect 

animal” as well as a “two-celled heart beating,” which culminates in a dramatic “Life.” Here, the 

Prince’s final speech addresses two theories about the origin of life, both a spiritual and a scientific 

one. Unlike the story of Eden, which proposes that humans were perfect at the start of creation and 

fell, this narrative of life suggests how human society can also “evolve” for its own benefit. While 

the Prince does create a sense of progression by moving from spiritual to scientific references, he 

                                                
47 This analogy is reminiscent of St. Paul’s analogy of marriage in his Epistle to the Ephesians (where man is the 

head and woman is the body,) but less hierarchical.   
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does not pit the two theories against each other; instead, they are simply placed side by side. 

Tennyson, as asserted in Glen Wickens’ article, is attempting to unify the scientific with the 

spiritual and express how they (like men and women) can work in conjunction with one another. 

As a result, Tennyson demonstrates his desire for unification (of the apparently unreconcilable) by 

using both religious and scientific theories as analogies for marriage.  

While Tennyson concludes his story with a traditional happy ending, he still acknowledges 

how Victorian society is in dire need of growth and development. Like Lilia, who is “half child 

half woman,” the narrator states how “This fine old world of ours is but a child . . . Patience! Give 

it time/ To learn its limbs: there is a hand that guides” (ln 77-79).  The word “half” has significance 

to The Princess on a temporal and physical level. Like an adolescent going through puberty, 

Victorian society was adjusting to new ideas that were challenging old ideologies; Tennyson’s The 

Princess is a testament to the difficulties of those growing pains. With women’s rights and 

evolutionary theory on the brink, Victorians were forced to mingle new concepts with traditional 

ideas. At the very least, what is unique about the story is the fact that to a certain degree, Tennyson 

communicates a sense of comfort with the idea of being “in-between.” Like the very form of the 

poem (while a little uneven), The Princess seems to suggest that being a medley of parts is not as 

horrific of an idea as one might imagine. As a consequence, the text, to a certain extent, redefines 

monstrosity: being hybrid is not necessarily a detriment.  
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CHAPTER TWO: VENUS REBORN: SADISTIC LOVE GODDESSES IN SWINBURNE’S 

POETRY  

 In Coulson Kernahan’s memoir of Swinburne, he describes the poet as “a great 

gentleman, perhaps the knightliest poet figure to pass this way since the Elizabethan days, in 

which, surely, Swinburne should have been born.” In Kernahan’s musing on the late poet, he 

continues to write how Swinburne “always seemed to me as one born out of due time” (102). 

Throughout his life, Swinburne had an eccentric interest in a wide variety of literary time 

periods, spanning from the English Renaissance and medieval courtly love tradition to Greco-

Roman drama and mythology. As Antony Harrison notes in Swinburne’s Medievalism, the poet 

appeared to believe that “the greatest poets must assimilate past literary tradition and 

achievements while remaining torchbearers” (1). In this way, Swinburne uniquely combined 

elements of these various traditions and fused them together in his poetry.  

    However, in spite of his deep interest in the past, there is a relatively limited scholarly 

discussion on Swinburne’s historical influences. Currently, while there have been some 

explorations about his connections with medieval sources, his interest in Elizabethan literature is 

usually only mentioned in passing.48 Although there is very little criticism on Swinburne and the 

early modern era, there is plenty of evidence in his writing that suggests, as Kernahan implied, 

that he was significantly influenced by writers such as Edmund Spenser and Sir Philip Sidney. 

One poetry collection that demonstrates Swinburne’s interest in early modern poets is the series 

Astrophel and Other Poems. 

In the collection, Swinburne published a series of elegies commemorating writers such as 

Dante, Christopher Marlowe, and Sir Phillip Sidney. In particular, while Sir Phillip Sidney’s 

                                                
48 Samuel Chew’s 1929 biography of the poet does spend time discussing his interest in Elizabethan drama. 

However, discussion about how early modern poets affected his poetry is rather sparse in today’s criticism.  
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popularity declined in the eighteenth century, he experienced a resurgence of interest in the 

Victorian era as he was rediscovered (Brennan 118). Swinburne was among the late nineteenth-

century poets who read and was influenced by Sidney’s work. This connection between 

Victorian and Elizabethan poetry can be witnessed when one examines the elegy “Astrophel.” 

Published in 1894, the opening poem is subtitled “After Reading Sir Philip Sydney’s Arcadia in 

the Garden of an Old English Manor House.” In the poem, Swinburne clearly conveys the 

complexities of reflecting on the past and his literary ancestors of the early modern period; there 

are feelings of loss and reverie as the speaker reflects on the reading experience. The poem itself 

is not much of a masterpiece; Swinburne’s nationalism is a stark contrast to his usual anti-

establishment views on sexuality and gender.49 As a result, the poem feels unusually saccharine 

and is generally left out of anthologies. Nevertheless, the poem effectively communicates 

Swinburne’s perspective on his literary ancestors: like the lines themselves, which are linked 

together with sparse punctuation, Swinburne captures the interconnectedness of the two eras. 

Additionally, the poem as a whole is made up of three parts. Each section is comprised of seven 

verses. The first section is made up of short lines following ABABCDCD rhyme scheme; the 

second section is made up of lines of longer tercets. In the very last section, Swinburne evenly 

alternates between these two styles verse by verse. Like Tennyson’s The Princess, which also 

seeks to unite seeming opposites, the structure of Swinburne’s “Astrophel” demonstrates a 

unique blending together of past and present; form meets function as the poem’s theme is 

literalized.    

Although the two time periods, Victorian and Elizabethan, were set apart by time, 

Astrophel’s structure captures a sense of mimicry and the symbiotic nature of the two eras. This 

                                                
49 Samuel Chew argues that Swinburne possibly wrote these elegies out of obligation rather than real passion (266).  
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relationship is communicated when the speaker (reading Sidney) refers to himself reading as a 

bee drinking honey. The connection is also further intensified when he states that Sidney is “The 

soul that I commune with yet” (ln 26). This line creates a sense of deep intimacy between the 

poet and Sidney, in spite of the divisions imposed upon by time. This concept about the 

timelessness of literature emerges also in lines 47-48 when Astrophel’s star rises “deathless 

across the division of measureless years.”      

The relationship between the two eras is also emphasized in the first stanza where 

Swinburne creates a sense of an echo. In a sense, the Victorian age ripples from their literary 

predecessors. This effect is conveyed as the poem opens with a sense of emptiness, as the first 

line mentions a “silence that follows” a song. While Swinburne’s use of rhyme in this poem is 

unusual for his personal style (and his better poems, which are often in blank verse,) the quick 

and frequent rhyming interlaces with the thematic idea of echoing. By ending line 3 with the 

word “hollows,” Swinburne highlights both the streamlined, yet broken relationship between the 

two parts that he claims are “one.” The constant repetition of “o” sounds in the words “follow” 

“hollow” “outsings” and “outlightens” also creates a sense of reverberation. Similarly, by 

moving from “heaven” to “the hollows and heights of the world,” Swinburne paints a wide 

landscape for the reader to envision. The reader imagines a great expanse from which this sound 

is bouncing back. The poem then shifts from the “Mute night” to “The soul that it fills,” moving 

from a sense of silence to fullness. Consequently, within this single first verse, Swinburne’s 

frequent subtle use of juxtaposition creates a sense of an echo. There is an emptiness followed by 

a sound gradually pulsating and filling the space.  

The oddity of the concept, of experiencing presence and absence at the same time, is 

further explored in the third stanza. The literature of the past, “letters and lines on the pages,” is 



Chen 59 

 

 

characterized like flowers “faint as the shadows of ages” and “ghosts of the centuries” (ln 19, 

21). However, the concept of fading is contrasted with the repetition of the verb “sunder” and 

“sever” (ln 18, 20, 21). As a result, the past is depicted as fading and distant, yet simultaneously 

forceful and violent. The first line of the third stanza is intensely oxymoronic: the literature 

divides, yet somehow the shared experience of the sundering is what ultimately unites “their 

season and ours” (ln 20).50 Swinburne places a great deal of power into the hands of ghosts.51 

Through this short analysis of Astrophel, one can examine how Swinburne was deeply 

influenced by early modern writers (and poets, not just dramatists.)  

By analyzing this poem, one can conclude that Swinburne was clearly invested in 

Sidney’s work; in his own eyes, Victorian literature was a reverberation of the literary past. 

However, Swinburne’s literary depictions of romantic love do not just make reference to these 

historical sources; he actively attempts to reverse and alter these conventions in his works. As a 

result, understanding these influences is critical to comprehending how Swinburne both used and 

subverted these literary traditions.  

All’s Fair in Love and War: The Literary Tradition behind Cupid’s Sadism 

 As scholars frequently note, Swinburne’s depiction of romantic love was colored by 

physical and emotional pain as well as unfulfilled desire. Oftentimes, the poet figure is shown 

suffering at the hands of a cruel mistress. Historically, the damaging effects of misplaced love 

have been a theme since Helen of Troy and the Iliad. Likewise, the courtly love tradition further 

extended this idea as courtly lovers prostrated themselves before their mistresses. For instance, 

                                                
50 Jane Kingsley-Smith argues in her chapter “Cupid, Art, and Idolatry” that Busyrane’s use of poetic conceits in 

Book III of The Faerie Queene was a testament of how “poetry may itself constitute an abuse, producing misshapen 

images of love” (56). Swinburne’s description of how the literature of the past sunders or cleaves his eyes creates a 

similar sense of how poetry, while beautiful, is also capable of maiming.   
51 As much as Swinburne was a visionary, many sentiments in this poem also reflect typical nineteenth-century 

attitudes about the Elizabethan era. Swinburne captures the bloodiness of the era by his use of violent verbs.  
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Chretien de Troyes’ Lancelot and the Cart has the titular character crawl across a giant sword in 

order to reach Guinevere. In these stories about courtly love, the lover was forced to overcome 

enormous physical obstacles for the sake of their lover, risking life and limb. Once again, 

Lancelot’s safety is repeatedly jeopardized as he prioritizes his love over all else; future writers 

would emphasize the slavish quality to Lancelot’s devotion.  

This painful love was popularly represented in medieval and Renaissance culture through 

the figure of Cupid. Unlike the cherubs depicted in later centuries, Cupid was more than an 

innocent face. Instead, Cupid the god of love was known for his sadistic qualities. Ralph G. 

Williams in “Love and Death in Medieval and Renaissance Literature” (1975) writes that eros 

was “the ultimate source of social violence, the vanquisher of rational order” (11). This 

awareness pervaded “much of ancient literature and worked powerfully on the thought and 

vocabulary of medieval and Renaissance culture” (11). Likewise, Erwin Panofsky, in his early 

work Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance (1939), devoted an 

entire chapter of his book to artistic depictions of Cupid. He discusses how Roman poetry 

already had negative connotations associated with Cupid: “love was conceived as a dangerous 

and painful experience which reduce the mind to a state of inconsistency and childishness” 

(104). However, what is interesting is how this trait physically manifested in European art.  

Various scholars, in addition to Panofsky, have observed how the various symbols 

identified with Cupid (his bow and arrow, his wings, his nudity, and his blindfold) all had 

symbolic value.52 His weapon of choice, most notably, was a symbol of the pain of love. Aside 

                                                
52 Although these are some of Cupid’s most prominent traits, medieval depictions of Cupid also had other variations 

on the god of love. For instance, Panofsky writes how Cupid was sometimes depicted with talons instead of human 

feet. This feature was supposed to signify his grip on human hearts (119). Likewise, Cupid was sometimes portrayed 

wearing a string of anatomical human hearts. Panofsky compares this garment to “scalps on the belt of an Indian” 

(115). One French tapestry named Eros Triumphant also portrays Cupid wearing a loincloth made of chainmail, 

standing above fallen kings. The inscription writes “With my heart and my arrows I strike the chaste . . . all around . 
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from Cupid’s traditionally cherubic appearance, Panofsky writes how Cupid’s nakedness is 

deliberate because he “deprives men of their garments, their possessions, their good sense and 

their wisdom” (107). His wings emphasized the flightiness of attraction and his blindfold (an 

accessory added during the Middle Ages) was a monument to his sinful, chaotic and random 

nature.53 Blindness, in medieval times, was almost “always associated with evil” (109).54 Other 

sinister figures who were blind included Night, Synagogue (a Jewish female representing the 

wayward nation of Israel,) Infidelity, Fortune, and Death (112). One literary example of Death 

being blindfolded is in Shakespeare’s Richard I, where the character John of Gaunt rues 

“blindfold Death” when bewailing the banishment of his son. Similarly, in Jane Kingsley-

Smith’s book Cupid in Early Modern Literature and Culture (2010), Chapter 2: “Cupid, Death, 

and Tragedy” elaborates on how Cupid was considered a destructive force. Because of the rise of 

the bubonic plague as well as syphilis, Eros and Death became so intertwined that they were 

frequently depicted next to one another. For instance, in the story “De Morte and Amore,” Cupid 

and Death exchange arrows before wreaking havoc on the city below them. In medieval 

woodcuts of this tale, Cupid and Death mirror one another, and often look very similar 

(Kingsley-Smith 64-66).55    

                                                
. . but finally . . . it is death that comes and . . . all” (Levin 102). Overall, while some of these characteristics fell 

away from common images of Cupid, they collectively exemplified Cupid’s monstrosity and violent nature.  
53 Panofsky notes how Cupid is never blind in classical texts. However, this trait conveyed the indiscriminate nature 

of Cupid’s arrows; whether young or old, rich or poor, his victim could be anyone. 
54 The only blind figures who were featured positively in art were Homer and more recently Justice. According to 

Panofsky, blindness as a symbol of impartiality and purity was a relatively new concept that first emerged in 1530 

(109).  
55 Another example is a woodcut series Petrarch’s Trionfi: The Triumph of Love; The Triumph of Death. Published 

by Antonius Zarotus in Milan in 1494, The Triumph of Love depicts a blind cupid in the upper left-hand corner 

riding an elaborately decorated chariot driven by horses. The Triumph of Death has an almost completely identical 

composition; even the border is identical. The similarities between the two images effectively link together the 

concepts of love and death. (see Images of Love and Death in Late Medieval and Renaissance Art Plate XXXV and 

XXXVI)   
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In addition to these qualities, Cupid himself was a unification of apparent opposites. As 

Theresa Tinkle wrote in Medieval Venuses and Cupids, the god of love was “both male and 

female, blind and sighted, child and adult, playful and sinister, angelic and demonic” (1). 

Although a few of these contrasting elements were occasionally ascribed to Venus, in medieval 

and early modern times, Cupid was primarily depicted as the sadistic one, while Venus was 

considered more merciful (Kingsley-Smith 91). As a result, the symbolism of Cupid’s arrows 

very effectively represented both the pain and pleasure of love.   

Later on, in the early modern period, there was an increased English interest in the Italian 

Renaissance; consequently, early modern poets and playwrights incorporated Cupid into their 

works. In fact, Cupid appeared in twelve dramatic productions from 1500-1660, while Venus 

only appeared in three (Kingsley-Smith 69). So why was there such a great fascination with 

Cupid? Kingsley-Smith argues that Cupid expressed a growing hostility to women. The power to 

inflict pain and make mortals fall in love was left primarily in the hands of Cupid, rather than 

Venus. This depiction of Cupid is prominent in Spenser’s The Faerie Queene as well as Sir 

Philip Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella.   

Astrophil and Stella was published in 1591 posthumously, but was most likely composed 

in the 1580s. Throughout the sonnet series, Cupid is portrayed as an accomplice to Stella’s 

heartlessness.56 Stella clearly embodies the cruel mistress trope, as the poet states his intentions 

for writing in Sonnet 1; the sonnets are so she “might take som pleasure of my paine” (ln 2). 

Ultimately, from the very beginning, Stella is described as a kind of sadist. Cupid himself is 

featured very frequently.57 Sidney’s sonnet sequence very memorably describes Cupid as a 

                                                
56 Sonnet 36 refers to Cupid as “thy lieutenant” (ln 5).  
57 As mentioned before, Cupid enjoyed greater prominence in early modern works, vastly surpassing mentions of 

Venus. In Astrophil and Stella, Cupid is mentioned by name 19 times, whereas Venus, his mother, is only mentioned 

a total of nine times.  
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“murthering boy” in Sonnet 20; over the course of the sonnet series, the poet figure combines 

metaphors of violent crime (such as theft and murder,) and the severity of physical and mortal 

injuries for the sake of expressing his anguish.  

The intersection of love and death is first mentioned in Sonnet 7, where the poet states 

how Stella dresses Cupid in “this mourning weede/ To honour all their deaths who for her 

bleed.” (ln 13-14). Sonnet 20, in particular, greatly features the connection between love and 

death established in the Middle Ages. For example, the first line states, “Fly, fly, my friends; I 

haue my deaths wound, fly;” (ln 1). This line draws attention to the widespread mayhem caused 

by Cupid. Instead of just focusing on the poet figure’s suffering, by warning his friends, the poet 

is commenting on the prolific and random nature of the violence: once again, anyone can be a 

victim. The gerund in the epithet “murthering boy” is also very meaningful. The significant thing 

about this imagery is the juxtaposition of what appears to be contradictory images, in an almost 

oxymoronic way. The word “boy” alone conveys a sense of youth and innocence, but placed in 

conjunction with “murthering,” completely alters the gist of the word “boy” by itself. Then, there 

are multiple interpretations of the use of “ing.”1) Cupid, because of his many victims, (like a 

serial killer) could still be in the act of murdering. This reading is logical, because of the opening 

lines where he appears to desperately warn his friends (possible future targets) of Cupid’s 

destructive personality. 2) The speaker could also imply that he is actually still currently being 

murdered. Almost akin to Prometheus, who is cursed for eternity to have his liver eaten by 

vultures every day, the “murthering” also has a possibility of implying that the speaker, too, is in 

a state of constant agony while the torturers are both Stella and Cupid at work together.  

However, in certain sonnets, death itself is seen as a potential kind of freedom from this 

emotional slavery, rather than an unfortunate occurrence. Sonnet 43 mentions how “Each soule 



Chen 64 

 

 

doth at Loues feet his weapons lay,/ Glad if for her he giue them leaue to die.” (ln 8). As a result, 

death as well as unrequited, tragic love is deeply romanticized. The entirety of Sonnet 48 

elaborates on this theme. The poet says, “O let me die” (ln 8). The last three lines state: “Yet 

since my death-wound is already got,/ Deere killer, spare not thy sweete-cruell shot:/ A kind of 

grace it is to slaye with speed.” (ln 12-14). This counterintuitive interpretation (the blessings of 

death) is reiterated in Sonnet 79. In reference to “Cupids fight”, the poet talks about how the 

“Schoolemaster of delight” and his teachings. In a merger of opposites, the poet describes the 

sensation of learning about love through a series of oxymorons: “The friendly fray, where 

blowes both wound and heal,/ The prettie death, while each in other liue.” (ln 10-11).  

Even in spite of these sentiments, the thought of death itself does not seem to be a 

complete end of suffering. The poet figure uses mentions of the afterlife (heaven and hell) to also 

exaggerate the extremities of the romantic experience. Cupid is also established as a kind of 

trickster, devilish figure as the poet figure writes about the hellishness of his romantic 

experience.58 Through this intermixing of Christian and Greco-Roman mythology, Sidney 

extends the scope/scale of his storytelling. The contradictory elements of being in love (heaven 

vs. hell) are also emphasized in Sonnet 6 where he writes, “Of force of heau’nly beams infusing 

hellish paine,/ Of living deaths, dere wounds, faire storms, and freesing fires:” (ln 3-4). With this 

example, Sidney once again uses oxymoronic phrasing in order to express emotion. The 

juxtaposed images work well, however, to convey the confusion of the courtly love experience. 

Overall, Cupid’s violence in Sidney is fairly well-studied, so I will not extensively repeat 

that research here. Nevertheless, it is still important to recognize that other notable themes in 

Astrophel and Stella include Cupid riding the poet figure: Sonnet 49 has Cupid spurring his heart 

                                                
58 For instance, in Sonnet 2, he concludes the poem by saying he will paint his hell (ln 14). As a result, Sidney 

establishes this theme very early on in the sonnet series.  
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with sharp desire and in Sonnet 98 the poet is “spurd with Loues spur” (ln 7).59 The interesting 

thing about this theme is that Cupid is the exclusive rider (of the poet figure). This imagery of 

the dehumanized poet figure being ridden only occurs with Cupid, even though Cupid and Stella 

are oftentimes depicted as working in conjunction with each other (and Stella even being his 

master.) Last but not least, many scholars have observed Sidney’s use of conquest and martial 

imagery, in particular, in Sonnets 29, 36, 42, and 67. As a result, Sidney frequently uses violent 

language to describe his emotional experiences.   

In addition to the violent imagery, Cupid is also sometimes portrayed as a deceiver. In 

Sonnet 12, for instance, the poet figure writes about the interconnectedness of Cupid and Stella. 

The sonnet opens with the line: “Cupid, because thou shin’st in Stellaes eyes.” Within this single 

line, the poet conveys how the entire sonnet reflects on the symbiotic nature of the two 

characters. The sonnet, however, is addressed specifically to Cupid himself, rather than Stella. 

The intense intimacy of their relationship is captured in the line “in her breast thy pap well 

sugred lies” (ln 5). This instance in the poem is notable as it contrasts sharply from some of the 

other sonnets which paint Cupid as a predator. Instead, Cupid is painted as a dependent infant. 

By suggesting that Stella breastfeeds Cupid, the image creates a sense of corporeality (which is 

fitting, as the poem focuses on Stella’s body.) Nevertheless, this line conveys the oddity of the 

relationship itself. How does one drink lies? Additionally, the lies are described as “well sugred,” 

which also creates a sense of deliberateness in act of feeding Cupid, which like a healthy, 

growing infant, might hungrily gulp down. Likewise, even though this point in the poem is brief, 

it is still significant, as the imagery is reminiscent of the Madonna and Christ child (although it is 

a bastardization of the icons.)  

                                                
59 This imagery also stems from medieval depictions of Cupid riding a horse. The horse was said to symbolize the 

lover, who was driven by Cupid and his passions (Panofsky 119). (See Plate L)  
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This idea of deception comes full force as the poem continues. While the early 

descriptions of her hair and lips seem fairly standard for an Elizabethan love poem, Sidney 

progressively reveals Cupid’s hidden power. This turn occurs when her voice “lifts thy fame to 

the skies” (ln 8). Clearly, Cupid is no ordinary infant. Then, the poet states “Thou countest Stella 

thine, like those whose pow’rs/ Hauing got vp a breach by fighting well,/ Crie Victorie, this faire 

day all is ours!” (ln 9-11). The first part of the line is interesting, as it reverses the initial 

implications of the earlier passages. With Stella being possessed by Cupid, Sidney reverses the 

normal power dynamics between a nursing woman and an infant. This reveal also occurs in the 

following lines, where the metaphor shifts dramatically. Instead of a mother and child, Sidney 

uses the image of military conquest in capturing the relationship between Cupid and Stella. In 

this instance, Stella is the one who is “penetrated.” This image is also disturbing, in a sense, due 

to the plurality of “pow’rs.” With the words “all is ours!” the phrase implies total domination and 

once again echoes the plurality of the previous line. It is almost as if Stella is gangraped. All of 

these metaphors occur within the span of a single sonnet, and highlight the height of Cupid’s 

power, in spite of his seeming innocuousness.  

Spenser, even more so, uses the medieval Cupid in The Faerie Queene and interweaves 

mentions of his mayhem throughout the entire plot. Like Sidney, Spenser depicts Cupid as a god 

of death and destruction. Although Sidney’s Venus has moments of spitefulness and violence 

(such as in Sonnet 17, where Venus breaks Cupid’s bows when he disobeys her orders,) early 

modern writers generally depicted her consistently with her positive portrayal in classical texts.60 

As the goddess of love and fertility, she is often surrounded by flowers and is associated with 

springtime. The contrast between Venus’ and Cupid’s personas is extremely apparent in 

                                                
60 An exception is Euripides’ Hippolytos which calls Aphrodite “cruel and vindictive” (Kingsley-Smith 6).  
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Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. In Book I, within the first three stanzas, the poet calls Cupid the 

“most dreaded impe” (ln 3). Cupid’s weapons are described as “cruell” and “deadly” (ln 2 and 

5); likewise, taking note of how Arthur is shot in a cunning manner, Spenser elaborates 

significantly on Cupid’s characteristics within this short stanza, setting the stage for later 

developments. Because Cupid is introduced to the story this early on, the stanza does a 

magnificent job of allowing readers to anticipate Cupid’s role in acting as the catalyst of the 

entire plot.61 Venus, on the other hand, is described as Cupid’s “mother milde” (ln 6).  

Venus does not detract from this persona throughout The Faerie Queene. For instance, in 

Book IV, Canto 10, Stanza 44, she is described as “Queene of beautie and of grace” (ln 1). What 

is also fascinating about this stanza is in contrast to her son Cupid, she is given somewhat Christ-

like attributes and is portrayed as a goddess of peace rather than strife. This stanza is notable, 

because while the opening line commends Venus’ beauty, she is not treated with the traditional 

blazon used on female love objects. Instead, the rest of the entire stanza is devoted to Venus’ 

supernatural ability to heal and restore. Spenser writes,  

That with thy smyling looke doest pacifie  

The raging seas, and makst the stormes to flie;    

Thee goddesse, thee the winds, the clouds doe feare,  

And when thou spredst thy mantle forth on hie,  

The waters play and pleasant lands appeare,  

And heauens laugh, and al the world shews ioyous cheare. (ln 4-9) 

                                                
61 Also, in a sense, this verse reflects Cupid’s significance in early modern texts (and Venus’ less influential 

presence.) Spenser spends more time describing Cupid’s attributes here; Venus is merely the mild mother. However, 

this verse is also somewhat misleading with regard to The Faerie Queene’s actual content. Arguably, Venus may be 

even more prominent in the poem, notably in the Garden of Adonis in Book III and the Temple of Venus in Book 

IV.  
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As a result, unlike her son who revels in strife and destruction, Venus is depicted as a creative, 

elemental goddess. Like Jesus in Matthew 8:23-27 and Mark 4:35-41, she is able to effortlessly 

calm storms. One with the sea she came from, Venus is also described as being “Of th’Oceans 

fruitfull froth” in Book II, Canto XII, Stanza 65, ln 4. Her ability to restore life is likewise 

praised when Adonis is mentioned. In Book III, Canto I, Stanza 34, Spenser describes her 

turning Adonis into a flower as “A worke of rare device, and wondrous wit” (ln 6).62 Once again, 

although she is the goddess of beauty, it is important to note how Venus’ restorative powers 

become central to Spenser’s development of her character.  

Spenser, however, drastically intensifies Cupid’s chaotic nature in contrast with his 

mother. Oftentimes, Spenser also emphasizes the widespread nature of Cupid’s wrath; he draws 

attention to the scope of his influence on both a global and local scale. This element can be seen 

in Book III, Canto VI, where Venus is looking for her son. Spenser describes the method of her 

search, which in turn, reveals the breadth of Cupid’s favorite haunts. She first begins at court, 

then branches out to the cities, the countryside, and then finally the wilderness. The expanse of 

her search highlights how Cupid is not prejudiced based on social class. Rich and poor alike, 

royal or common, all people are affected by Cupid’s doings. Especially in stanza 14, Spenser 

emphasizes the extent of Cupid’s power (and who he influences) by repeating the words “every 

one.” In the previous stanza, Spenser mentions both the “Ladies and Lords . . . Complayning” (ln 

6-7). Although this detail may seem insignificant, Spenser’s mention of men and women is 

consistent with the theme of the book itself. What is interesting about Book III is that Britomart, 

the lady knight, is affected by Cupid in a manner similar to Arthur himself. In describing the 

                                                
62 This passage is very early on in the book; the context for the section is the poet describing a tapestry of Venus and 

Adonis. Here, the readers witness how Spenser uses art as a backdrop of the scene with Britomart as a way of 

foreshadowing later events in the book. He gives readers a hint of what is to come by interweaving Adonis’ story 

early on. 
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symptoms of her love and her internal turmoil, Spenser conveys how Cupid does not 

discriminate by gender. This idea is also significant as the roles within chivalric love were 

usually distinct: men suffered from unrequited love of a cruel mistress figure. However, Book III 

and this particular line in the stanza highlights, once again, that no one is safe from Cupid’s 

influence.  

Throughout stanzas 13-15, Spenser not only emphasizes the widespread nature of 

Cupid’s reign, but also the severity of Cupid’s actions. Spenser communicates this message, like 

Sidney, by using martial metaphors. In particular, Spenser discusses Cupid’s weapons and the 

venomous quality of their effects. In the widespread nature of these inflictions, Spenser’s 

portrayal clearly resembles medieval depictions of Cupid as a harbinger of death. For instance, 

answering Venus’ question about Cupid’s whereabouts, the people say they “felt the crueltie/ Of 

his sharpe darts and whot artillerie;” (ln 4-5). The term “artillerie,” is reminiscent of Cupid in 

Astrophil and Stella, who was depicted as a military general and conqueror.63 But the people are 

even more extensive in their complaints of him; they say he “Was the disturber of all civill life,/ 

The enimy of peace, and the author of all strife” (ln 8-9). In these drastic lines, Cupid becomes 

more than a simple mischief-maker; these people blame Cupid for being the source of all their 

woes. Cupid then appears in conflict with his peace-loving mother and in a sense, he is accused 

of having greater influence on humankind than Satan himself.64   

In addition, like in Astrophil and Stella, Cupid is also depicted as a deceiver, as Spenser 

makes mention of Cupid’s disguises and his falsehood. First of all, in stanza 11, Spenser writes 

                                                
63 Even in a later passage on the Garden of Adonis, Cupid is still described in stanza 49 as having “Ransackt the 

world” (ln 6). This line once again highlights the widespread nature of Cupid’s influence.  
64 What is interesting is that while there are many evil characters in The Faerie Queene, Satan does not actually play 

a role in the poem itself. However, the evil characters, for example Duessa, Archimago, and Lucifera, are all also 

known for their deceitful and false qualities. As a result, pinning all disasters on the figure of Cupid is a curious 

choice.  
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how Cupid is out wandering “in the world in strange aray,/ Disguized in thousand shapes, that 

none might him bewray” (ln 8-9). Here, Cupid is reminiscent of Satan in the book of Job, who is 

also “roaming throughout the earth, going back and forth on it” (New International Version, Job 

1:7b). Likewise, although The Faerie Queene predates Milton’s Paradise Lost by 76 years, 

Cupid’s metamorphic quality is also reminiscent of Satan’s penchant for using disguises as he 

turns into a serpent and a toad for the sake of fulfilling his own purposes.65 Similarly, in stanza 

13, immediately after the line “But many there she found, which sore accused,” the first line is 

about “His falsehood” (ln 3-4). In stanza 15, the “venim through their veines inspired;” is also 

deliberately characterized as “false” (ln 4). Again, by repeating the term “false” in the 

descriptions of Cupid, the lines are suggestive of Biblical passages on Satan. Notably, in John 

8:44, when Jesus addresses the Pharisees, he states, “You belong to your father, the devil, and 

you want to carry out your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding 

to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a 

liar and the father of lies.” As a result, Cupid’s tendency to exert his power over unwilling 

victims, his use of violence, and his deceptiveness make his character devilish in tone.   

All of these aspects come to a head most prominently in Book III, Cantos XI and XII 

when Britomart enters the House of Busyrane. Like the tapestry of Venus and Adonis in Canto I, 

Spenser uses art to alert his reader to the upcoming content. Most notably, Spenser describes the 

pantheon of gods which Cupid supposedly defeated. Here, the widespread and violent nature of 

Cupid’s actions is emphasized. Canto XI, stanza 29 writes: “all Cupids warres they did repeate,/ 

And cruell battels, which he whilome fought/ Gainst all the Gods, to make his empire great;/ 

                                                
65 A number of Bible passages allude to Satan and his wiliness. For instance, Genesis 3:1a states, “Now the serpent 

was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made.” A New Testament example is 2 

Corinthians 11:3 which writes, “I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may 

somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ.”    
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Besides the huge massacres, which he wrought/ On mighty kings and kesars, into thraldome 

brought” (ln 5-9). In this passage, Spenser highlights Cupid’s militant victories. This time, the 

height of Cupid’s power is fully revealed, as even the gods are humbled before his abilities. 

Mention of empire likewise turns Cupid into a conqueror, much like Sidney’s Cupid in Astrophil 

and Stella. The word “massacres” also creates a similar atmosphere as Sidney’s Sonnet 20, 

which warns its readers of the serial killer “murthering boy.” And last, but not least, the final line 

in the passage alludes to the widespread and undiscriminating nature of his activities as “kings 

and kesars” are brought into submission.66   

Spenser emphasizes the pinnacle of Cupid’s reign when he describes the last member of 

the pantheon: Mars. Mars, arguably the manliest of all the gods, is stripped of his key attributes: 

his masculinity and his martial prowess. This information is conveyed in a single line in stanza 

44 as Mars is shown weeping “womanish teares, and with vnwarlike smarts,” (ln 6). Being struck 

by Cupid’s arrow, then, not only strips him of his identity, but creates space for inversions, 

upending all previous assumptions and turning the world upside down. The repeated violence of 

being in love is literalized as well as Mars is shown “painted full of burning darts,/ And many 

wide woundes launched through his inner parts” (ln 8-9).67 Once again, like Sidney’s Sonnet 20, 

there is a sense of Cupid’s continuous and perpetual act of murdering. The final blow is dealt 

                                                
66 Each of these qualities are written about further in the later passages in Book III. As a result, this stanza does an 

excellent job of setting the scene. This groundwork is also important for Spenser to establish, as scholars have noted 

how Cupid’s character appears wildly inconsistent within the span of The Faerie Queene. For instance, Kathryn 

Walls argues in her article, published in 2011, that Cupid has angelic qualities in Book II. Consequently, it is 

essential for Spenser to take time in introducing Cupid before the masque so the reader can anticipate exactly what, 

and who to expect. Ultimately, the predominant medieval/early modern conception of Cupid was used to highlight 

the horrors of Busyrane’s home. The war imagery works nicely for readers to get a taste of the forthcoming gory 
scene of Amoret getting tortured. The terrible nature of the masque also then helps stress Britomart’s bravery and 

heroism in rescuing Amoret (and in succeeding where Scudamore failed.)     
67 The phrase “burning darts” may possibly be an allusion to another Biblical reference, tying Cupid with Satan. 

Falling in love is frequently associated with burning or flames. However, in Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, he also 

instructs them to “take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one” 

(New International Version, Ephesians 6:16b).  
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when Spenser draws attention to Mars’ mutilated body, which is lacking his usual armor. Why 

wouldn’t the god of war be properly clad? In the end, the entire stanza exposes Mars and depicts 

him in a vulnerable state, psychologically, emotionally, and physically; he is literally stripped of 

all protection. Additionally, what is notable about the line is that Spenser insists that Mars’ 

wounds are “wide.” This description, physically, does not make much sense, as arrows (if aimed 

properly) will puncture. As a result, perhaps Spenser is suggesting that Mars’ wounds have split 

open. The goriness of the scene is also accentuated through the last phrase about Mars’ “inner 

parts.” With the combination of the terms “wide” and “inner,” Mars’ injuries are both long and 

deep. As readers ponder over Mars’ maimed torso and the softness of exposed flesh and organs, 

the last god in the list memorably leaves the audience with a strong impression of Cupid’s 

atrocities.  

In stanza 46, Spenser once again highlights the sheer numbers of Cupid’s victims. As 

stated before, Cupid is indiscriminate when it comes to selecting his quarry. Like death, Cupid 

operates as the great equalizer, as he disregard the categories of gender and class. As scholars 

have noted before, this theme is evident in the lines:  

Kings Queenes, Lords Ladies, Knights & Damzels gent  

Were heap’d together with the vulgar sort, 

And mingled with the raskall rabblement, 

Without respect of person or of port, (ln 1-4).  

Here, Spenser creates a descending order based on human understandings of rank. Through the 

list in the first line, Spenser develops the reader’s sense of progression before completely 

upending that organization by the end of the stanza. The previous titles, names and stations that 

would have held respect and dignity are thrown into disarray by the next line. Like Mars’ 
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treatment earlier on, the term “heap’d” produces a sense of physicality; these noble characters 

are essentially stripped of their titles (which are fundamentally meaningless in Cupid’s eyes) and 

reduced to bodies. The stack of people also gives the reader an awareness of Cupid’s body count. 

This point is also underscored as the stanza concludes with a gory image of a “long bloudy riuer” 

flowing from the bodies (ln 8).  

 Cupid’s deceitfulness is also hinted at in the next stanza, where Spenser begins describing 

the altar in the room. In this stanza, at first the descriptions are rather vague and do not identify 

whose image stands at the center. What is fascinating is how Spenser constructs the experience 

of walking closer to this image. It is as if we see the altar from a distance. At first, it is somewhat 

out of focus. As it catches our eye, we draw nearer and can more fully see. Spenser only 

mentions the “massy gold, which with his owne light shone” and “sundry colours” (ln 5 and 6). 

The only identifying features are the wings. Like Britomart, venturing into the House of 

Busyrane on her own, there is a sense of awe and discovery. The last four lines in the stanza are 

devoted to describing the beauty of the color. At this moment, the image appears attractive and 

captivating. 

 The ugly details only become clearer in the next stanza. Spenser replicates the experience 

of looking at the statue from top down. Starting from Cupid’s head, close up, the viewer can see 

that Cupid is blindfolded. As mentioned before, the blindfolded Cupid had clear negative 

connotations in medieval and early modern times. Next, the reader notices the arrows gripped in 

his “cruell fist” (ln 1). Lastly, at the bottom of the statue, Spenser places a “wounded Dragon” at 

Cupid’s feet (ln 6). While the symbolism of the dragon is not perfectly apparent, like the dragon 

defeated by Redcross Knight in Book I, dragons are frequently connected with evil. As a result, 

with these two stanzas juxtaposed beside each other, Spenser constructs the experience of a 
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viewer’s eyes moving top to bottom. We first see the beautiful side of Cupid before our eyes 

descend and uncover the ugliness hidden below the surface. In this way, Spenser artfully conveys 

Cupid’s multifaceted nature; like Lucifer, Cupid is like a fallen angel. This depiction is further 

accentuated when he enters the masque in Canto XII, stanza 22 “riding on a Lion rauenous” (ln 

2). This lion is most likely a reference to the New Testament verse 1 Peter 5:8. The passage 

addresses its audience by warning them, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion 

looking for someone to devour.” Consequently, Spenser’s Cupid is described as both angelic and 

demonic, although more emphasis is drawn to his cruelty.  

 Overall, while Cupid’s ethos is oftentimes unstable in both Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella 

and Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, the two poets consistently paint Cupid as a callous, cold-

hearted villain devoid of all empathy. This portrayal contrasts sharply with Venus’ depiction in 

The Faerie Queene. However, in Swinburne’s works, Cupid falls into the backdrop of his poetry 

and Venus becomes a more prominent figure. Swinburne not only reattributes Cupid’s 

murderous quality onto his mother, but Venus’ persona shifts dramatically as all of her positive 

characteristics (from early modern texts) are completely inverted. As a result, Swinburne’s 

Venus is a unique reinterpretation of the goddess. This recharacterization, I argue, is linked to 

both Swinburne’s interest in the cruel mistress trope as well as the increased perceived threat of 

female power in late nineteenth-century Britain. However, unlike many other Victorian writers, 

Swinburne revels in this space of immolation and perceives his submission to the goddess as an 

experience full of bitter-sweetness and pleasurable pains.    

“The deadlier Venus incarnate”: Swinburne’s Resurrection of the Goddess of Love 

 Cupid’s popularity waned considerably after the early modern period. Nevertheless, 

Swinburne desired to convey the cruelties of love through his poetry. In order to do so, he was 
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able to fuse early modern characteristics of Cupid onto Venus. Perhaps a product of Swinburne’s 

own unlucky love life, Venus became a prominent feature in his poems from 1865-1866. 

Afterwards, Venus lost her luster and became less of a focus of his poetry. It is in this prolific 

time in Swinburne’s life that Venus received greater attention in his work. However brief, this 

time is still significant in understanding Swinburne’s canon and many of his major themes. This 

reinterpretation of Venus first emerges in his work Atalanta in Calydon, published in 1865. Here, 

Venus appears the most vengeful and like medieval conceptions of Cupid, is directly linked with 

death and mayhem. Unlike Spenser’s Venus, who is regenerative and healing in her intimate 

connection with nature, Venus is instead a harbinger of woe. While Swinburne is not altogether 

consistent with this characterization of Venus, she appears frequently in the first series of Poems 

and Ballads, published in 1866. A couple examples include “Laus Veneris” and the lesser known 

“The Ballad of Death.” In this poem, Venus, while somewhat softer and more feminine (and less 

blindly destructive,) is still intimately tied with death.       

So why was Swinburne drawn to Venus in the first place? One reason for his attraction to 

Venus’ character was likely because of her connection to the sea. Swinburne’s love of the sea 

and penchant for swimming greatly influenced his writing; the sea imagery in The Triumph of 

Time is an excellent example. In it, the sea is associated with a number of (potentially) 

contradictory elements: it becomes simultaneously maternal and erotic, lifegiving and life-taking. 

As a result, his use of Venus/Aphrodite in his works express these contradictions.68  

                                                
68 In some of his works, such as “Hymn of Proserpine,” published in 1866, Swinburne’s Venus matches with 

traditional interpretations; Venus is described favorably in comparison to the Virgin Mary. Associated with flowers 

and sweetness, Venus is described as a lifegiving force. With “her foot on the sea,” Swinburne cheekily also 

associates Venus with Jesus (ln 88). However, he directly contradicts this positive depiction of Venus in many of the 

other works in Poems and Ballads. 
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Likewise, Swinburne was particularly keen on the concept of being at the mercy of a 

sublime woman. His interest in the topic proliferated through all of his works; not only was his 

poetry affected, but this theme was evident in his novel and personal writing. Perhaps inspired by 

Shelley’s “On the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci,” he wrote his own reflections about sublime 

women in “Notes on Designs of the Old Masters in Florence” (Henderson 81). Like medieval 

and early modern portrayals of Cupid, which involved a fusion of opposites, these women 

depicted in art had deceivingly beautiful looks that hid their vicious natures. In Swinburne’s 

words, they were “beautiful always beyond desire and cruel beyond words; fairer than heaven 

and more terrible than hell” (Henderson 82). In an even more detailed description, he interprets 

their garb to imitate the “scales of a chrysalid serpent” (82). Like other fatal women, such as 

Diana and Rider Haggard’s She, Swinburne describes the female figure as a hybrid; her hair is 

compared to snakes, her mouth is cruel as a tiger’s. Also, similar to medieval and early modern 

Cupids, her deadliness is contagious. In describing her accessories, Swinburne states that while 

they are innocent in and of themselves “in touching her flesh they have become infected with 

deadly and malignant meaning” (82). Swinburne’s choice of words likewise emphasizes how her 

monstrosity is once again catching. Even the inanimate objects around her are affected by her 

touch. This passage is concluded with the phrase: “She is the deadlier Venus incarnate” (82). 

While the description has elements of the cruel mistress from the courtly love tradition, 

Swinburne’s terminology implies that this woman is above simple mortals. A goddess in human 

flesh, this woman is Venus reborn. Mixing in divine and cosmological inspirations, Swinburne 

increases the scale of his description. Like Milton’s Paradise Lost, this woman’s power stretches 

beyond normal human possibility and works its way into epic proportions. Consequently, 

Swinburne’s portrayal of these drawings reflects more about his vivid imagination and renewed 
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conception of Venus than the sketches themselves. Instead of a merciful and maternal figure, 

Swinburne’s Venus is instead imposed with literary conceptions of Cupid and as a result, is a 

whole other being.  

 Swinburne’s awareness of these conventions is evident in his poems Atalanta in Calydon, 

“The Ballad of Death” and “Laus Veneris.” While there are early mentions of Cupid in Atalanta 

in Calydon, with regard to deities, Aphrodite69 is the true star of the show. As a result, this first 

example demonstrates both a declining focus on Eros as well as Swinburne’s shift in interest. 

Although Aphrodite is not a central character in Atalanta in Calydon, Swinburne spends a 

considerable excerpt of the poem discussing the goddess. As Meleager’s love dooms him, the 

deadly quality of love is emphasized in this passage. As Samuel Chew states in his biography of 

Swinburne, “In ‘Atalanta’ wrath and woe and death are the offspring of love” (63). However, as 

mentioned before, Swinburne very deliberately takes the blame away from Eros (the traditional 

sadistic figure) and instead gives Aphrodite more weight. 

 Even before Aphrodite’s appearance, the Queen Althaea already establishes her 

understanding of love. Her early speech in conversation with the Chorus reveals her negative 

impressions: 

Love is one thing, an evil thing, and turns 

Choice words and wisdom into fire and air.  

And in the end shall no joy come, but grief,  

Sharp words and soul’s division and fresh tears  

Flower-wise upon the old root of tears brought forth, 

Fruit-wise upon the old flower of tears sprung up, 

                                                
69 As Atalanta in Calydon is based on a Greek myth, in this segment, I will be using the name Aphrodite and Eros in 

reference to the goddess and god of love respectively.  
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Pitiful sighs, and much regrafted pain.   

These words and thoughts, Althaea claims, come to her from some sort of mother’s instinct or 

perhaps a premonition. They clearly reflect the later words of the Chorus, who more directly 

describe Aphrodite’s destructiveness. In this section, Swinburne is very direct in calling love 

evil. While Spenser used symbolism, description, and Biblical allusions to connect Cupid with 

Lucifer, Swinburne conveys this same sentiment in a much more concise manner. Likewise, 

here, he already begins to dismantle many of Aphrodite/love’s traditional characteristics, as 

established by Spenser in The Faerie Queene. Instead of unity, love is responsible for causing 

division (a central theme in Atalanta in Calydon). This concept can be seen in the phrase “Sharp 

words and soul’s division” (ln 212). Although the phrase “sharp words” is rather common, the 

adjective gives the immaterial “words” a sense of physicality.  

 Then, Swinburne plays on Venus’ reputation as being a goddess of reproduction and 

fruitfulness. With Althaea’s speech, she inverts the original connotation behind Aphrodite’s 

regenerative powers. In fact, Althaea uses this initial impression as a stepping stone for her 

reinterpretation of the character. In the Queen’s eyes, love is a productive force; however, this 

generative power is not a beneficial one, as the fruit of love begets only tears, “Pitiful sights, and 

much regrafted pain” (ln 215). Swinburne’s analogy elegantly also alludes to the circle of life in 

order to convey how love’s pain is constantly being reborn. The order in which he discusses this 

progress is also interwoven. While the mention of flowers, fruit, and then regrafting appears 

linear, he demonstrates the interlinked quality of each stage as each new stage “recollects” the 

phase preceding it before moving forward. Here, flowers spring from “the old root of tears;” fruit 

comes from the “old flower of tears” (ln 213-214). His repetition of the words “old” and “of 

tears” also emphasizes the inescapable nature of this cycle. Regardless of how deceptively new 
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an experience may feel, the past and old wounds still come into play. As a result, Aphrodite’s 

reputation as a generative goddess is literally turned on its head. Instead of a quality to be 

celebrated, this inability to die is actually the source of pain: love’s constant regeneration is 

actually an unending trap.  

The connection between love and death can also be seen in the Chorus’ words after 

Meleager speaks with his mother early on. The Chorus begins with a short, traditional 

description of Love/Eros. In the speech, the Chorus describes Eros as “fair” and “goodly” with 

“the wings of a dove” (ln 719-720). Nevertheless, the Chorus gradually shifts and mentions how 

he is also “swift and subtle and blind as a flame of fire” (ln 23). With these few lines, Swinburne 

alludes to early modern representations of Eros, as well as his contradictory nature. While Eros 

maintains an innocuous outer appearance, by comparing him to fire, Swinburne pay homage to 

the blindfolded Cupid from medieval times as well as the full force of his destructive abilities.  

 Swinburne continues to subvert expectations when the Chorus discusses “a man with a 

maid” in line 725. With Love being mentioned, the reader’s automatic assumption would be that 

the man and maid are human lovers, victims of Cupid’s arrows. However, the reader is cued in in 

the next line where the Chorus states, “Her eyes are the eyes of a bride whom delight makes 

afraid” (ln 726). This line is curious, as the mention of “bride” invokes thoughts of matrimony 

and celebration; these thoughts are tossed asunder in a curious way at the end of the line “whom 

delight makes afraid.” This unusual juxtaposition of emotions provides the reader with a clue 

that this couple is no ordinary pair of spouses; instead of the usual joy accompanying a wedding, 

something darker and more sinister awaits. Rejoicing is replaced with fear; in fact, the union 

itself foreshadows an unhappy future. This riddle is solved when the Chorus concludes this 
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portion: Fate is the bride and Death is the groom. As a result, this speech very effectively hints at 

the poem’s tragic end and how Love itself catalyzes this loss.  

 At this place in the poem, the focus turns to Aphrodite as Swinburne reimagines her birth. 

Once again, Swinburne’s images contrast strikingly with other portrayals of Aphrodite. For 

instance, in Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, a viewer would be drawn in by the pastel colors and 

Venus’ pristine pale, naked figure delicately standing on a seashell. One’s eyes would be drawn 

to the Horae of Spring (a goddess of the season) and Zephyr blowing flowers about, celebrating 

Venus’ birth. This iconic image is completely subverted in Swinburne’s description: as the poem 

ends in death and tragedy, Swinburne’s reimagining of Aphrodite’s birth is infused with the 

same violence. Likewise, Swinburne deliberately includes echoes of his description of Cupid.70 

As a result, this section of the poem seems to suggest the intimate link between the two divinities 

and ultimately places greater focus on Aphrodite herself.  

 To open, Swinburne writes “An evil blossom was born/ Of sea-foam and the frothing of 

blood” (ln 729-730). Once again, like Althaea’s previous speech where love is “an evil thing,” 

Swinburne loses no time in calling the goddess of love evil; there are no greys, but instead, he 

presents a clear-cut, unquestionable vision of Aphrodite. Although Botticelli’s painting was a 

pastoral celebration of life and spring, Swinburne instead decides to draw attention to the 

oddities behind Aphrodite’s origin story. According to Hesiod’s Theogony, Aphrodite is born 

when Cronus severs his father Uranus’ genitals and throws them into the sea. This myth is 

exceptionally critical to Atalanta in Calydon’s main themes. As Meleager dies at the hand of his 

mother, Aphrodite’s birth alludes to the violence at the poem’s ending; addit ionally, the myth 

                                                
70 In the description of Cupid, he mentions “laughter” and “the tears of desire” going before love (ln 724). In 

Aphrodite’s section, he uses similar language as he says the seed of the fruit are “laughter and tears” (ln 732). 

Through these ways, this first verse on Aphrodite is intimately tied with previous passages.  
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points to the intersections between interfamilial love and bloodshed. While Cupid traditionally 

wreaks havoc because of thwarted romantic relationships, Swinburne demonstrates with his 

poem how even love between mother and child is still rife with the same themes of pain and 

destructiveness.   

Likewise, Aphrodite is connected with death as this first stanza mirrors two earlier 

sections: Althaea’s speech on love and the Love/Eros passage immediately preceding this one. 

First, Swinburne sprinkles this section with the words “blossom” “fruit” “seed” “leaves” and 

“flower” (ln 729-736). With this language, Swinburne again plays directly on Aphrodite’s 

reputation as a queen of springtime. Aphrodite then becomes a subverted version of her own 

fruitfulness as she produces bitterness, as well as “madness and scorn” (ln 733). In this stanza, he 

also mimics the pattern in Althaea’s speech. First, he cites the blossom or flower as the 

beginning of everything, followed by the “bitter fruit” (ln 734). However, he also draws attention 

to the unnaturalness of the image as this “blossom” is lacking roots or grafts from his previous 

image.  

In the following verse, Swinburne refers to her as a “perilous goddess” and how “the 

waves of the sea as she came/Clove” (ln 742-744).71 Here, he also refers to her as a “flame/ 

Filling the heavens with heat/ To the cold white ends of the north” (ln 746-749). This line 

reflects the Chorus’ metaphor comparing Cupid to a flame; Swinburne adapts Cupid’s qualities 

and inscribes them on Venus, emphasizing the prolific nature of her influence. Once again 

mirroring the Cupid passage, Swinburne later writes how she is “fair” and “white like a dove” (ln 

757). Instead of the “mother of love,” she is the “mother of death” (ln 760-761). Like Cupid, the 

                                                
71 Alex P. Barr’s “The Irony of Swinburne’s Atalanta in Calydon” goes extensively into how the word “clove” once 

again highlights the violence and familial divisions that take place in the story’s ending. 
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Chorus alludes to Aphrodite’s dual nature as well as the interconnectedness of love and death. 

The destructiveness of Cupid’s behaviors is now not exclusively his.  

The next few stanzas create a reoccurring before/after picture. Like Spenser’s use of 

Biblical allusions to connect Cupid with Lucifer, Swinburne paints Aphrodite’s entry into the 

world as one that is traumatizing. Like the Fall of Man, Aphrodite’s birth enacts irreversible 

change on humankind.72 Rewinding time, the narrator recalls back when “Earth had no thorn, 

and desire/ No sting, neither death any dart;” (ln 774). These two lines have multiple 

implications. With the mention of thorns, Swinburne alludes to the passage in Genesis 3:17-18 

where Adam receives his curse. When God speaks, he says, “Cursed is the ground because of 

you; through painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns 

and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.” In addition, when thinking about 

this phrase, once again, desire and death are placed side by side; like Cupid being equated with 

Death in the Middle Ages, desire and death (in their current state) are both armed with sharp 

instruments. What is interesting, however, is how desire is armed with a “sting” and death a 

“dart.” In 1 Corinthians 15:55, the famous verse states “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, 

O death, is your sting?” Cupid/Eros is the one that is traditionally armed with darts. Therefore, 

Swinburne’s desire and death have likewise traded weapons. Ultimately, these two abstractions, 

while ideally separate, are now linked together. The cause of this disturbance? The birth of 

Aphrodite. These short phrases are repeated at the end of the stanza: “For division of soul and 

disease,/ For a dart and a sting and a thorn?/What ailed thee then to be born?” (ln 783-785). 

                                                
72 Swinburne was a great iconoclast and it seems fitting for him to replace the Fall of Man with Aphrodite’s birth as 

an irrevocable, monumental incident. Additionally, like the Fall of Man, Aphrodite’s birth is characterized as a kind 

of severing. In Genesis, the bonds between humans and God were broken; in Swinburne’s tale, instead of dividing 

two separate entities, the split that occurs is within the world itself: one singular entity experiences an internal 

rupture.  
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Here, especially with the phrase “division of soul,” Swinburne returns to the concept of 

Aphrodite causing disunion.73 Also, by pairing her with disease, she is likewise associated with 

Death, whose arrows spread the plague in medieval times. This reference also makes Aphrodite 

similar to Pandora and Eve, for causing evil things to enter into the world. This interpretation is 

solidified when the Chorus later states how “death should have risen with thee” (ln 801).  

In the following stanzas, Aphrodite’s chaotic influence is exemplified as Swinburne 

overturns Aphrodite’s image as a goddess of peace. Unlike Spenser’s depiction of Venus as a 

goddess whose “smyling looke doest pacifie/The raging seas,” (ln 5) Aphrodite has the complete 

opposite effect here. As stated before, Swinburne was deeply interested in Venus/Aphrodite 

because of her connection with the sea. As a result, in this stanza, he deliberately works with the 

correlation between the goddess and her birthplace. Instead of still seas, Swinburne’s Aphrodite 

is a harbinger of storms. In order to communicate this idea, he uniquely rewrites her birth to 

better suit the destructiveness of her character. To contrast with the earlier stanzas where “rapid 

and footless herds,/ Rejoiced, being foolish of heart,”74 he radically alters the scene. Instead, he 

reimagines it:  

And thunder of storm on the sands, 

And wailing of wives on the shore;  

And under thee newly arisen 

Loud shoals and shipwrecking reefs, 

Fierce air and violent light,  

                                                
73 A later line lists the “breaking of city by city;/ The dividing of friend against friend,/ The severing of brother and 

brother;” as consequences of Aphrodite’s birth (ln 838-840).  
74 It is also interesting to note how Swinburne personifies the sea. In the first depiction of her birth, the waves are 

“Fawning, rejoiced to bring forth/ A fleshly blossom” (ln 745-746). As a result, it is important to note the contrast in 

the upcoming passage.  
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Sail rent and sundering oar,  

Darkness; and noises of night;  

Clashing of streams in the sea,  

Wave against wave as a sword, 

Clamour of currents, and foam  

Rains making ruin on earth,  

Winds that wax ravenous and roam 

As wolves in a wolfish horde; 

Fruits growing faint in the tree,  

And blind things dead in their birth 

Famine, and blighting of corn, 

When thy time was come to be born. (ln 810-826)75  

Later on, Swinburne also writes how Aphrodite has set her “hand as a curse,/And cast out 

gods from their places.” (ln 844) Early depictions of Cupid, including in Book III of Spenser’s 

The Faerie Queen, portrayed Cupid as a conqueror, even over the gods themselves. As a result, 

Aphrodite now is the ruler and greatest of all living beings, deities and mortals alike. Once again, 

Swinburne reincorporates imagery usually associated with Cupid and associates them with 

Aphrodite. In the next few lines, he writes:   

Strong kings and goodly with gold 

Thou hast found out arrows to pierce, 

And made their kingdoms and races 

                                                
75 Meanwhile, at this part in the poem, the stanzas grow longer in length and the rhyme scheme becomes increasing 

more complex and chaotic. As a result, the form matches the content. The erratic rhyme scheme contrasts greatly 

with the first stanza about Eros/Love which is made up of five neat couplets.   
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As dust and surf of the sea. (ln 847-850) 

This part of the passage clearly works alongside the previous imagery and reflects Spenser’s 

portrayal of Cupid in The Faerie Queene. Book III, Canto XI, stanza 29’s line “On mighty kings 

and kesars, into thraldome brought” (ln 5-9) is one example mentioned earlier on in this chapter. 

In Swinburne’s version, Aphrodite is even responsible for the arrows, a symbol clearly tied to 

Cupid’s character. In this way, Swinburne has reoriented the overall power dynamics between 

Eros and his mother. In The Faerie Queene (stanza 45 of the previously discussed passage), 

Cupid is the one that inflicts his arrows on his mother as well as himself. Consequently, Cupid is 

depicted as holding power over Venus. However, in Atalanta in Calydon, either Aphrodite 

herself wields the deadly bow and arrows or she ultimately directs where they go. Eros, while 

mentioned earlier on in the hymn, is now completely absent. He is the one who is stripped of his 

former glory and prominence. Likewise, this passage is also interesting because Aphrodite still 

holds her previous elemental powers through her connection with the sea. The goddess of love 

has then absorbed Cupid’s abilities and reached an even further height. Her utter demolition of 

humankind is apparent in the last line of that excerpt where kingdoms and races are crushed into 

their original elemental forms. This last line echoes Adam’s curse in Genesis: “for dust you are 

and to dust you will return” (3:19b). Essentially, Aphrodite is like an angel of death that enacts 

this curse on the human species, reducing them to where they came from, “dust,” and where she 

came from: “surf of the sea.” Like the other monstrous female characters that came before her 

(as discussed in my previous chapter,) Aphrodite’s influence fundamentally also turns back time 

and to the horror of Victorian idealists, negates human progress and instead forces them to 

regress.          
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 Another poem that reflects Swinburne’s reinvention of Venus’ character is the little 

studied poem “A Ballad of Death” from his Poems and Ballads (first series).76 Unlike in 

Atalanta in Calydon, Cupid’s possible presence in the poem is debatable. In this poem, 

Swinburne addresses a “fair Love” in the first stanza (ln 1); however, it is not clear exactly 

whether this love is masculine or feminine. Love could refer to either Cupid, Venus, or even a 

personification of the idea in Swinburne’s own making.  

 In this first stanza, the speaker commands Love to kneel. The humanness of this character 

is apparent as the speaker instructs Love to clothe him/herself. Likewise, he makes reference to 

Love’s physical features, including his/her lips, eyelids, and ears (ln 4). Nevertheless, this poem 

holds a number of significant connections to the goddess of love in Atalanta in Calydon. 

Published a year after, the poem’s depiction of Venus overlaps thematically with Aphrodite. Like 

his reimagining of the birth of Aphrodite in Atalanta in Calydon, Swinburne associates Love 

with tears, sorrow, and grieving. Also, one of the strongest connections appears in this first 

stanza as Love is asked to make a “soft raiment out of woven sights/ Upon the flesh to cleave,” 

(ln 6-7). Here, Swinburne once again gives it his own masochistic take on relationships; the 

violence of love (as embodied in bodily pain) is never far from his poetry. Echoing the divisive 

language in Atalanta in Calydon (in reference to Aphrodite,) Swinburne once again uses the term 

“cleave.” The progression between the two lines is surprising and creates a physicality for an 

otherwise immaterial object: “sighs.” This line is therefore an example of the synesthetic quality 

of Swinburne’s poetry, as certain sensory perceptions becomes confused with one another. In 

this instance, he mixes the sense of touch (in the softness of the raiment) with an auditory 

                                                
76 This poem, in conjunction with “A Ballad of Life,” served as the opening poems in Swinburne’s collection. As a 

result, although these poems do not receive much scholarship, they are arguably critical to understanding the poetic 

series as a whole. 
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stimulus (the “sighs”). The lulling deception of Love is also apparent as the “soft raiment” 

somehow is given the power to cleave flesh. The dramatic shift in pathos between the two lines 

is striking and reveals the interplay between love and destruction.77 

The interlocking nature of Love and Death is clear in the first line of the next stanza 

where Love’s lute is “heard about the lands of death” (ln 11). The connection is likewise forged 

as he compares Love, Time, and Sin to “Three lovers, each one evil spoken of” (ln 15). This 

phrase is similar to the lines in Alethea’s speech and the hymn to Aphrodite where love is 

outright labeled as evil. In stanza 4, this concept is further established when Queen Venus makes 

her entrance. 

First of all, the name “Queen Venus” is interesting, as the title “Queen” seems 

unnecessarily for a goddess. One can speculate why Swinburne may have chosen to include it. 

For the interest of this poem, the word does not seem to lend significant meaning; someone could 

easily take it out and Venus, as a goddess, could have the same effect on the poet figure. 

Nonetheless, Venus’ queenship could once again link her to England’s queens, such as Queen 

Elizabeth (who was known for her ruthlessness) or Queen Victoria. Likewise, in Swinburne’s 

poem “St. Dorothy,” the term “queen Venus” appears again. The line reads: “This knight went 

out and prayed a little while,/ Holding queen Venus by her hands and knees” (ln 122-123). Once 

again, the “queen” part seems unnecessary as Theophile, the “knight,” is worshiping her as a 

goddess. Regardless, Swinburne’s mention of the knight and queen side by side emphasizes their 

roles; as one of Swinburne’s medieval poems, he uses the chivalric tradition to highlight the 

power dynamic between the two figures.78      

                                                
77 To Swinburne, Love and Death are intimately tied. Though the poem is called “A Ballad of Death,” he begins 

with love. Ultimately, these two concepts are almost interchangeable in his works. 
78 This idea is emphasized later in “St. Dorothy” when the goddess speaks to Theophile and says “Thou shalt have 

grace as thou art thrall of mine” (ln 147).  
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Next, Swinburne’s portrayal of the goddess is significant due to the description of her 

clothing, which likewise, associate her with death. Unlike the nakedness of her birth, Venus is 

wearing “a hood striped gold and black” (ln 32). Coming to the speaker’s bed at night, the colors 

of her outfit seems to be a combination of the colors frequently associated with her in 

Swinburne’s writing (gold) and Death’s traditional hooded cloak. Here, Venus is quickly 

established as a kind of corpselike death goddess. In this moment, she does seem drastically 

different from the vengeful goddess from Atalanta in Calydon. Nevertheless, death still links the 

two goddesses together.  

 Queen Venus the corpse-bride is characterized by having “temples drained of purple and 

full of death” (ln 35). Additionally, Swinburne continues to return to the tropes connected with 

Venus and subverting them. In this stanza, he mentions her hair having curls like “the wave of 

sea-water/ And the sea’s gold in it” (ln 36-37). However, like the first stanza where Love’s “soft 

raiment” is capable of cutting into flesh, the next line subverts the beauty of the initial image. 

Like the statue of Cupid in Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, there is a sense of her beauty, yet the 

underlying subversion of that convention at the same time. The line describing her eyes states 

that they were “as a dove’s that sickeneth” (ln 38). Once again, both Venus and Cupid are 

traditionally associated with doves. However, the following modifier significantly alters the 

reader’s impression. By bringing up the possibility of illness into the picture, Swinburne is using 

medieval conventions of Cupid, which was related to Death and the plague. As a result, by 

comparing Venus’ eyes to a diseased bird, Swinburne creates a multifaceted and layered 

depiction of the goddess: she is simultaneously beautiful as well as dangerous and has a 

contagious quality to her monstrosity.  
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 While the speaker shifts focus from Venus to his lover for the latter part of the poem, the 

last stanza once again discusses the interconnectedness of love and death. At this point, the 

speaker personifies the “ballad” and instructs her to gather the fading flowers and leaves. 

Although Queen Venus is no longer the focus, the use of natural/flower imagery also appears to 

be a subversion of Love’s usual associations with springtime and fruitfulness. Amongst other 

things, the ballad is asked to gather flowers that symbolized death. The first line of the stanza 

asks her to collect poppies, which are traditionally associated with death and sleep. Likewise, she 

is also asked to get “waste marigold” (ln 104). These flowers are used to convey despair and 

grief. As a result, Swinburne’s selection is very specific to Victorian symbolism used in the 

language of flowers.  

Also, like the “dove that sickeneth” that is compared to Venus’ eyes, the plants 

themselves are also diseased. The ballad is also asked to gather “many rusted sheaves” (ln 102). 

Although the term “rusted” may appear to a modern reader as simply a poetic description, the 

term “rusted” in reference to plants is actually a specific kind of disease. Plants afflicted by rust 

are described by the Oxford English Dictionary as having “reddish discoloration of leaves, 

stems, or other parts, esp. in the form of blister-like, reddish brown (or occasionally, white or 

black) spots of stripes, typically caused by fungal infection.” The term “rust” by itself conveys a 

sense of impairment due to inactivity or age. However, from an agricultural standpoint, is a very 

specific term in reference to a blighted land or crop. In this way, Swinburne undermines the 

concept of Love as a symbol of productive fruitfulness or plenty. All of these images then serve 

as a memento mori in the poem’s ending.  

Finally, he instructs the ballad to say, “My master that was thrall to Love/ Is become 

thrall to Death.” This final interaction in the poem is interesting, as the ballad, then, becomes like 
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the speaker’s servant. Swinburne literalizes the relationship between writer and the writing: the 

text completes the poet’s work and communicates/speaks for him. Just as the beginning of the 

poem introduced a threefold of personified figures, Love, Time, and Sin, the end of the poem 

also creates a new trinity between Death, the ballad, and the writer himself.  

The last, and arguably most memorable depiction of Venus is in Swinburne’s poem 

“Laus Veneris.” Scholars have frequently studied it for its eroticism and iconoclastic themes. Out 

of the three poems, “Laus Veneris” is possibly the one that is the most closely tied to early 

modern variations of Cupid. Just as in medieval depictions of Cupid, love is characterized as a 

kind of death in the lines: 

 Ah God, that love were as a flower or flame, 

 That life were as the naming of a name, 

That death were not more pitiful than desire, 

That these things were not one thing and the same! (ln 65-68)  

This theme also emerges when Venus is connected with the grave. Horsel, Venus’ lair, is 

also hidden underground, strengthening the imagery between her activities and the all-consuming 

nature of death. For instance, when describing the great multitude in Horsel, he says, “There 

when one cometh he shall have to friend/ The grave that covets and the worm that clings” (ln 

183-184).79 Tannhäuser also states that “This bitter love is sorrow in all lands,/ Draining of 

eyelids, wringing of drenched hands,/Sighing of hearts and filling up of graves;” (ln 253-255). 

These lines are also reminiscent of Biblical depictions of hell, which frequently mention weeping 

and gnashing of teeth. Like Sidney’s Astrophel and Stella, the entanglement of love is compared 

                                                
79 The mention of worms may be a reference to Isaiah 66:24b: “the worms that eat them will not die, the fire that 

burns them will not be quenched, and they will be loathsome to all mankind.” This verse is generally interpreted to 

be a description of hell. Swinburne’s variation on the worms (instead of eating, they cling) emphasizes the sensuality 

of Venus’ hideaway while also connecting it to a hellish experience.   
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to a hellish experience. Sidney, in particular, depicted Cupid as a torturer who was keeping the 

poet as a prisoner. Similar to Sisyphus, the poet suffered under the influence of a “murthering 

boy” whose work was continual and never-ending. In the same way, in the middle of the poem, 

Swinburne writes: “I look between the iron sides of death/ Into sad hell where all sweet love hath 

end,/ All but the pain that never finisheth” (178-180).80 

As a result, aside from the grave itself, many scholars have noted how the knight 

Tannhäuser describes Venus’ lair like hell. The word “hell” and its variants are repeated ten 

times within the entire poem, and many additional lines also allude to it. In the Bible, hell is 

described as a lake of fire or a lake of burning sulfur. Swinburne appears to repurpose these 

characteristics and imbed them within his description of Horsel. For instance, critics have 

observed how Swinburne captures the hot and claustrophobic element of Venus’ hideaway, 

especially in the lines:  

Love, wan as foam blown up the salt burnt sands— 

Hot as the brackish waifs of yellow spume 

That shift and steam—lost clots of arid fume 

From the sea’s panting mouth of dry desire; (ln 36-39)  

In these lines, Swinburne once again reinterprets the birth of Venus. Instead of the stormy chaos 

in Atalanta in Calydon, this time, the birth of Venus involves uncomfortably high temperatures. 

Here, a visit to the beach is not relaxing or refreshing; the sea is also not sublimely destructive, 

but instead imposes a kind of slow suffocation that envelops its victims. With the sands “burnt” 

                                                
80As critics have mentioned, Tannhäuser appears to be drawn to death, like a moth to a flame. In hopes of 

extinguishing his troubled existence as well as the internal struggle of choosing between his love and his faith, the 

knight seeks death. Consequently, it appears that there are two deaths: a final death that will save him from his 

agony and the current death-like state in which he is paradoxically living.  
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by salt and the foam yellow in color, the sea seems sulfuric, unclean, and possibly poisonous. 

Venus, throughout Swinburne’s writing, is frequently compared to a flame. In “Laus Veneris,” 

even the sea itself, her birthplace, is also given the ability to burn due to its seemingly acidic 

properties. Similarly, the air itself, forming in “loose clots,” conveys the unnatural thickness of 

the air.81  

The connections between Venus and hell are further explored at the end of the poem 

when Tannhäuser narrates how he temporarily leaves Horsel for Rome. In describing the 

landscape around Horsel, he mentions the  

White cursed hills, like outer skirts of hell 

Seen where men’s eyes look through the day to night, 

Like a jagged shell’s lips, harsh, untunable, (ln 342-344). 

In this section of the poem, the sentence extends past the division of stanzas, symbolizing 

Tannhäuser’s passage from location to location. What Swinburne expertly does is communicate 

how Venus’ influence spreads beyond her lair; even outside, Tannhäuser states how the hills 

appear “Like a jagged shell’s lips” (ln 344). Thaïs E. Morgan suggests in “Swinburne’s Dramatic 

Monologues: Sex and Ideology” that the description of the landscape is supposed to be 

suggestive of Venus’ private parts.82 On a more literal level, Swinburne’s mention of the “jagged 

shell’s lips” refer to the scallop shell that Venus rides on in Bottecelli’s painting. As a result, as 

in Atalanta in Calydon, Swinburne continues to subvert the birth of Venus story. Within the 

context of this moment in the poem, there are once again multiple interpretations. It could be that 

                                                
81 Hell, in the Bible, is also described as a fiery furnace. This aspect is hinted at in the lines: “Her gateways smoke 

with fume of flowers and fires,/ With loves burnt out and unassuaged desires;” (ln 125-126).  
82 The jaggedness of the lips, if a direct reference to Venus’ genitals, then suggest vagina dentata. With the themes 

of the poem and Venus as an all-consuming goddess who is greedy as the grave, the vagina dentata would work very 

well in concurrence with Venus’ already dangerous and monstrous qualities.  
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Venus indeed has a strange, pervasive power that emanates from her lair; even at a distance, 

people can witness how her magic shapes the landscape itself. The land becomes an extension of 

herself and her characteristics. However, knowing Tannhäuser’s mental state, this detail could 

also reveal his inability to escape from her control. Although physically further away from her, 

his mind is still so captivated by her that it alters his perception of the world around him. Either 

reading works coherently with the overall interpretation of the poem and highlights Venus’ 

power.  

  Beyond these basic allusions to hell, “Laus Veneris” also connects Venus with very 

specific apocalyptic themes and references to the book of Revelations.83 Julian Baird notes how 

although Tannhäuser has abandoned his faith, it is impossible for him to view the world outside 

of his Christian upbringing. Consequently, when describing the action of the story, his language 

is inevitably infused with Christian terminology. This idea can be observed as Tannhäuser 

appears to connect Venus with many of the major evil/destructive characters in the book of 

Revelation. Baird, for instance, compares Venus to the whore of Babylon in Revelations 17-18 

(72).84 She also appears to be a harbinger of end times, a sort of world ender. Aside from the 

whore of Babylon, who revels in the blood of the saints, her connection with conquest, war, 

pestilence/famine, and death also align her with the four horsemen of the apocalypse. For 

instance, Tannhäuser describes his infirmities by saying, “There is a feverish famine in my 

veins” (ln 165). Later, he also says how love “leaves the whole soul weak,/Sick” (ln 263-264). 

Like in “The Ballad of Death,” Venus is linked with sickness and decay.  

                                                
83 Thaïs Morgan takes note of the last lines’ mention of “thunder of the trumpets of the night” (ln 424).  
84 A relevant verse includes Revelation 17:2: “With her the kings of the earth committed adultery and the inhabitants 

of the earth were intoxicated with the wine of her adulteries.” Revelation 18:7b and 8a also states, “In her heart she 

boasts, ‘I sit as queen; I am not a widow, and I will never mourn.’ Therefore in one day her plagues will overtake 

her: death, mourning and famine.” Swinburne’s Venus does not seem to show evidence of her weakness (and her 

own prophesized fall.) Nevertheless, his work still connects Venus to these apocalyptic events and characteristics of 

the whore of Babylon.  



Chen 94 

 

 

In addition, Tannhäuser also seems to relate Venus to the two beasts in the book of 

Revelation. This idea is evident when he compares his love for Venus further on in the poem as 

“A sign across the head of the world he stands,/ And one that hath a plague-mark on his brows;” 

(ln 357). Like Venus, the first beast is known for coming out of the sea. The second, arguably 

more famous one, comes out of the earth and is associated with 666 as well as the mark. 

Revelation 13:16 says, “He also forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, 

to receive a mark on his right hand or on his forehead." As a result, Venus appears to stand-in for 

all of the major evil players in the book of Revelation. In the same way as the beasts, her power 

over the world likewise does not discriminate.85  

This unrelenting savagery also links Swinburne’s Venus to Cupid in the House of 

Busyrane in The Faerie Queene. In describing Venus’ domain, Tannhäuser remarks how it is 

covered with her victims’ remains:  

 Their blood runs round the roots of time like rain: 

 She casts them forth and gathers them again; 

 With nerve and bone she weaves and multiplies 

 Exceeding pleasure out of extreme pain (ln 117-120).  

These lines are remarkably similar to the “long bloudy riuer” of Cupid’s prey in the tapestry 

decorating the House of Busyrane. Swinburne returns to this image very shortly, as the first line 

of the next stanza dictates how “Her little chambers drip with flower-like red,” (ln 121) creating 

a gory image for the reader to experience. Spenser encapsulates this concept in his own way 

                                                
85 Likewise, Venus and love itself are compared to a number of animals throughout the poem. The scent of her lair is 

compared to the poison of “a sweet snake’s breath” (ln 260). In describing her victims, Tannhäuser states that they 

are like a poor person tracking a panther who is “snapped upon by the sweet mouth and bleeds,/ His head far down 

the hot sweet throat of her . . . one springe and you are fast in hell” (ln 268-271). The gendering of the panther 

makes the interpretation very clear.  
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through the pile-up of bodies he describes. With Swinburne, the physicality of both suffering and 

pleasure are emphasized through the words “nerve and bone.” Once again, Swinburne plays with 

Venus’ reputation as a fruitful force as her actions are multiplicative, however, in a deeply 

sadistic and destructive way.86    

 Later on, like the tapestry in the House of Busyrane, Venus is depicted as having 

conquered a whole host of people. Much like Spenser, who describes the heap of bodies in Book 

III from top to bottom, “Laus Veneris” has its own condensed version: “There are the naked 

faces of great kings,/The singing folk with all their lute-playings:” (ln 181-182). Similarly, 

Tannhäuser also says:  

There sit the knights that were so great of hand, 

The ladies that were queens of fair green land, 

Grown grey and black now, brought unto the dust, 

Soiled, without raiment, clad about with sand. (ln 185-188)  

In these lines, the reader receives a detailed vision of the multitude of people affected by Venus: 

men and women as well as people of all social classes. Similar to his work Atalanta in Calydon, 

Swinburne also details how these people are aged and reduced. In Atalanta in Calydon, they 

were reduced to “dust and surf of the sea” (ln 850); this time, they become covered with dust and 

sand. In the same way, Swinburne highlights how these people are reduced from their former 

glory.   

                                                
86 As a result, Swinburne’s Venus multiplies in a subversive way. This characterization is in direct contrast with the 

Garden of Adonis in Book III of Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. The garden continually grows “Which first was 

spoken by th’Almightie lord,/ That bade them to increase and multiply.” In this way, Spenser validates the activities 

in Venus’ garden by relating it back to God’s command in Genesis. Swinburne, interestingly enough, completely 

rejects this notion and instead depicts Horsel as a hell-like place devoid of God and his blessing.  
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 Swinburne also refers back to Greco-Roman mythology and possibly The Faerie Queene 

later on when he mentions Adonis:  

There is the knight Adonis that was slain; 

With flesh and blood she chains him for a chain; 

The body and spirit in her ears 

Cry, for her lips divide him vein by vein. (ln 133-136) 

As stated before, Swinburne’s Venus is like Sidney’s Cupid, who acts as a torturer of her 

undying victims. With mention of chains, the relationship between Adonis and Venus is one of 

enslavement, rather than mutual satisfaction. Venus’ lips dividing him “vein by vein” lends a 

sense of violent precision to the sensuality. This division of the self mirrors the internal turmoil 

that Tannhäuser himself experiences in being torn by his guilt. As a result, in these lines, 

Swinburne completely upends Spenser’s Edenic depiction of the Garden of Adonis in Book III. 

The contrast is also further emphasized as Adonis is referred to as a knight, moving him forward 

from classical times to the Middle Ages.  

The subversive quality of Venus’ eroticism is also accentuated, as even though Adonis 

has already been slain (past tense), his body is still being used by her, as Tannhäuser uses present 

tense to describe her actions (“she chains him” “her lips divide him vein by vein”). Ultimately, 

for poor Adonis, even death cannot separate him from his captor. And Venus unites the 

interlocking themes of love and death through her necrophilia, which is another major theme that 

emerges in Swinburne’s poetry.87 As a result, these lines undercut the romanticized notion of 

loving even after death to a grotesque literalizing: Venus continues to have sex with Adonis’ 

lifeless corpse.     

                                                
87 Swinburne’s “The Leper” as well as “The Ballad of Death” both have implications of necrophilia in them.  
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Overall, Swinburne’s Venus, as she appears in Atalanta in Calydon, “The Ballad of 

Death,” and “Laus Veneris” shows a deliberate upending of traditional depictions of Venus. 

Unlike the life-giving force depicted in The Faerie Queene, Venus is instead equated with the 

deadly massacres of early modern Cupids. Although Swinburne’s interest in Venus waned in 

later years, his reimagination of Venus exhibited a keen knowledge of her literary ancestry. 

Swinburne’s dedication in breaking with tradition first warranted a deep knowledge of his 

subject; ultimately, his experimentation produced groundbreaking, innovative results that 

captured age-old themes about love mixed in with his own subversive twists.     
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CHAPTER 3: “SWEETLY BROKEN”: EROTIC DIVINE VIOLENCE IN SWINBURNE AND 

THE METAPHYSICAL POETS 

 The metaphysical poets John Donne and Richard Crashaw are famous for their verses 

that intertwine erotic and spiritual language in describing their religious experiences. Although 

many modern-day readers find the overlap off-putting, I argue that this interconnection between 

eros and Christianity was part of an ancient tradition stemming from martial analogies within the 

Bible. For instance, in Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva argues in Chapter 4, “Semiotics of 

Biblical Abomination,” how Levitical law reflects concerns about incest and blurred boundaries. 

While her analysis was groundbreaking, how do we account for the frequent use of seemingly 

contradictory metaphors within the Bible? In communicating the relationship between God and 

humans, the Bible simultaneously uses parent-child and husband-wife analogies, creating an 

interlocking narrative of familial and erotic imagery. Unlike Kristeva’s reading of the Torah, I 

will suggest that these shifting references invite, rather than dissuade audiences from adopting 

unconventional and potentially uncomfortable readings.88  

These multi-layered metaphors are intermixed with images of productive pain. For 

instance, in the Old Testament, Malachi 3:3 refers to God as a “refiner and purifier of silver” and 

in the New, John 15:1 describes God as a gardener pruning his plants to increase their 

fruitfulness. As a result, the Bible uses a combination of erotic and violent imagery in order to 

illustrate the supernatural relationship between humans and the divine. The metaphysical poets 

John Donne and Richard Crashaw capitalized on these metaphors in their poetry.89 

                                                
88 Because of the richness of the metaphors, God is simultaneously masculine and feminine, while his people, 

whether Israelites or Christians, likewise adopt shifting genders.  
89 Lisa S. Starks comments on the masochism in Donne’s poetry in her article “Batter my [Flaming] Heart” (1997).  
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 In the nineteenth century, Swinburne likewise intermingled sadomasochistic imagery 

with his commentary on religious institutions. I am not arguing that Swinburne was influenced 

by either Donne or Crashaw’s work; it is unlikely that the authors ever crossed paths (even on a 

literary level). To discuss these poets together in one paper is an unusual task. Donne and 

Crashaw almost seem to be physically aroused in their spiritual experiences. While writing about 

spiritual matters, their bodily reactions are intimately tied to religious life. Crashaw’s interest in 

St. Teresa’s ecstasies demonstrate a sustained interest in supernatural pleasures. Swinburne, on 

the other hand, was a notorious iconoclast who enjoyed shocking his readers through his 

apparent atheism. However, there are numerous thematic similarities underlying their poetry.  

Swinburne, in particular, is also invested in the sensuousness underwritten in Christian 

symbology. For this specific chapter, my focus will be exploring how the metaphysical poets and 

Swinburne employed the concept of the Church as “the bride of Christ” as a useful analogy, 

especially when criticizing the church itself. Swinburne’s interest in apocalyptic imagery also 

possibly fueled his decision to use the analogy in his own writing. Understanding how these 

poets utilized this metaphor is critical in comprehending the rhetoric in both their famous and 

lesser-known works.  

“Jesus, Lover of My Soul”: The Literary Tradition of Mystical Marriage 

 Martial metaphors exist throughout the Bible in the Old Testament as well as the New. 

However, before we begin to parse out the individual references, it is important to think about 

the meaning and use of metaphors in the first place. Elizabeth A. Clark’s article “The Celibate 

Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides” (2008) does an excellent job of exploring the implications 

behind the use of metaphors. Citing Cicero, she notes how use of metaphor, by nature, suggests 

the inadequacies of language: “metaphors are born to fill a need, to supply a lack” (3). 
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Ultimately, there is a conceptual “murkiness” in the object being described; language itself 

cannot fully communicate its nature to the audience. Consequently, it is understandable how and 

why metaphors are frequently employed within the Bible, whether in Jesus’ parables or other 

Biblical texts.   

 With regard to the erotic imagery, the marital metaphor is surprisingly prevalent within 

Christian Scripture. In the Old Testament, the image is present in the book of Hosea, Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. Later interpretations of Old Testament books then also read the love 

poem Song of Songs as an allegory about God’s love for Israel.90 Renita J. Weems explains in 

Battered Love: Marriage, Sex, and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets (1995) why the marriage 

metaphor was frequently used within Old Testament texts. She posits that while there were a 

number of other possible analogies (parent-child, master-slave, king-subject,) the husband-wife 

relationship was an especially “apt metaphor for representing Israel’s volatile relationship with 

God” (71). She argues that the analogy served a variety of purposes.  

First, the narrative explained the power dynamics between God and Israel. Based on 

ancient Hebrew marital customs, the husband would promise provision and physical security in 

exchange for “sexual loyalty and emotional faithfulness” (19). These cultural expectations on 

both parties mirrored the covenant between God and Israel. Next, the analogy conveyed the 

cyclical pattern of Israel’s constant movement from intimacy with God to estrangement to 

reconciliation. Many of these prophetic texts describe Israel as a female child moving through 

the stages of life. As a result, this analogy captured the “vulnerability that comes with being a 

newborn to the sexual awakening that emerges during puberty, from the passion that 

                                                
90 The third-century writer Hippolytus was the first person to read the Song of Songs in this way. His writing was 

deeply influential; later works of Christian art and literature interpret the lover as a figure for Jesus or God (Osiek 

36).  
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characterizes bridal love, to the utter shame that accompanies rape, and from the forlornness that 

follows abandonment to the assurance that comes with reconciliation” (Weems 65). This 

development reflected Israel’s progression as a nation.91 Vivid descriptions of Israel’s adultery 

were used by the prophets as a means of shocking their audiences and communicating how its 

citizens were to blame for Israel’s downfall.92 Lastly, this analogy helped explain Israel’s erratic 

and shifting fortunes (Weems 65). The marriage metaphor conveyed a wide range of dramatic 

emotions; God as husband was like a man in love, tender and compassionate, who also 

experienced deep feelings of betrayal, heartache, and anger (66). However, while the prophets 

were able to effectively capture the height of God’s wrath, they were also able to communicate 

the greatness of an irrational love that could persuade a man to take back his unfaithful wife. 

This nonsensical and illogical love allowed each prophet to counterbalance messages of woe and 

devastation with the hope of possible future redemption.     

In the book of Hosea, in particular, the prophet uses a mixture of metaphors in order to 

articulate the relationship between God and Israel. The book is well-known for depicting Israel 

as an unfaithful wife who God eventually redeems. Hosea also uses a mix of prose and poetry. 

The first three chapters tell the story of Hosea and his wife Gomer. The second half is more 

specific to the relationship between God and Israel. In Hosea 2:19-20, the marriage analogy is 

clear in the language God uses as he says, “I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in 

righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will 

acknowledge the Lord.” However, in the book’s entirety, Hosea does not consistently refer to 

                                                
91 Ezekiel 16, for instance, opens with God finding Israel as an infant, “kicking about in [her] blood” (Ezekiel 

16:6a). This emphasis on blood is said to reflect Israel’s struggles in Egypt and the violence associated with their 

initial birth as a nation.  
92 Scholars have noted how some descriptions are almost pornographic in nature. For instance, Ezekiel 23:20 states, 

“There she lusted after her lovers, whose genitals were like those of donkeys and whose emission was like that of 

horses.”  
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Israel and the various tribes using feminine pronouns. Since the marriage analogy is very 

prominent, some scholars neglect to address how Hosea uses multiple metaphors. J. Andrew 

Dearman’s monograph The Book of Hosea suggests that the metaphors work in conjunction with 

one another; as readers, we are invited to see the coherence between the various comparisons, 

rather than considering them disparate representations (11). In fact, the analogies used towards 

Hosea’s conclusion focus on a parent-child relationship between God and Israel. The first few 

verses of Hosea 11 read: “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my 

son. . . It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms,” (Hosea 11:1-3a). Chapter 

13 continues this analogy (as opposed to the marriage motif). It writes: “Pains as of a woman in 

childbirth come to him, but he is a child without wisdom; when the time arrives, he does not 

come to the opening of the womb” (Hosea 13:13). As a result, unlike Kristeva’s reading of 

Jewish law, there is an interesting slippage between stability in gender identification.93 These 

frequent shifts demonstrate a willingness to adopt overlapping analogies, even though the texts 

may then imply either a fluidity in gender, or even a complex love that simultaneously invokes 

the intimacy between husbands and wives as well as parents and children. 94   

The Old Testament was not the only place where the marriage analogy was significance. 

In the New Testament, Jesus’ parable of the twelve virgins in Matthew 25:1-13, Paul’s epistle to 

                                                
93 The first two chapters of Hosea contain the most references to Israel as a woman. In the New International 

Version, there are 48 references to Israel as female (whether through feminine pronouns or possessives). The 

marriage analogy is connected to the narrative portion of Hosea; as a result, Israel as wife is more focused in the 

beginning portion. However, towards the middle (chapters 7-10), the author uses a mixture of gendered pronouns. 

Chapter 7 contains six references to Israel as male. Chapter 8 has a single instance referring to Israel as female. 

Chapter 10 has five references to Israel as male and refers to Ephraim (one of the tribes) as female. However, 

towards the book’s conclusion, Hosea invokes the parent-child analogy more strongly and Israel then becomes 
compared to a male child: there are 28 references to Israel as a son. In this way, the book of Hosea has a unique 

blend of analogies, with the middle section operating as a transition between the two primary metaphors.  
94 In the Middle Ages, many religious figures adopted both analogies within their personal writings. Caroline 

Bynum writes in her book Jesus as Mother how these “sexually inverted images (e.g. calling men women) were part 

of a tradition of using inverted language to express personal dependence and the dependence of one’s values on 

God” (128). 
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the Ephesians, and the book of Revelation also include marital metaphors. Although all of the 

books of the Bible are clearly related, it is still often surprising how interlinked the metaphors are 

and how they sustain one another from book to book. For instance, Peter J. Leithart’s article 

“Imperial Lover: The Unveiling of Jesus Christ in Revelation” (2012) argues how the author of 

the book Revelation (traditionally the apostle John) specifically described Jesus in a way that 

mirrors the lover in Song of Songs.  

Throughout the article, Leithart makes a number of resonant points about the connection 

between the two texts. He observes how in Song of Songs, the lover is described in a poetic form 

called the wasf (678). Similar to the Petrarchan blazon, the wasf was a head-to-toe description in 

adoration of the object’s body. In the book of Revelation, Jesus (although now in superhuman 

form) is described in a similar top-down motif in the very first chapter. Leithart notes how this 

description moves chiastically from Jesus’ head and hair, to his eyes, to his feet and then back up 

to his hand, mouth, and face (678).95 If you return to Song of Songs, the lover’s body is 

compared to precious metals: “His arms are rods of gold set with chrysolite. His body is like 

polished ivory decorated with sapphires. His legs are pillars of marble set on bases of pure gold” 

(Song of Songs 5:14-15a). In the same way, Jesus’ feet, which are compared to “bronze glowing 

in a furnace,” also receive similar treatment (Revelation 1:15). Last, but not least, in Song of 

Songs 5, the bride wakes up to the noise of her lover knocking on her door. In Revelation 3:20, 

                                                
95 Leithart includes this useful diagram in breaking down the description. As you can see, everything is centered 

around Jesus’ voice:  

A. Head and hair white like wool and snow 
B. Eyes are flame of fire 

C. Feet like burnished bronze 

D. Voice 

C’.  In hand, seven stars 

B’.  Sword coming from his mouth  

A’.  Face like sun shining (686)  
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this imagery is evoked when Jesus states, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone 

hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me” (679). All 

of these verses and descriptions precede the ultimate passage at the end which describe the new 

Jerusalem descending “prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband” (Revelation 

21:2). As a result, while the apocalyptic book of Revelation is frequently noted for its confusing 

and dream-like quality, the last book of the Bible deliberately intertwines the theme of Jesus as 

lover/husband. In fact, this theme could arguably bookend the book of Revelation in its entirety.  

Inspired by these vivid depictions in Scripture, the Christian tradition is historically rife 

with moments where Christ’s erotically-charged status as the bridegroom becomes culturally 

relevant to believers. The marriage metaphor was appropriated early on in Christian history. The 

medieval period, in particular, exhibited deep attraction to the concept of the mystical marriage 

to the Almighty. In expressing his ideas about medieval thought, Johan Huizinga, in The Autumn 

of the Middle Ages (1924), wrote “There is an unlimited desire to bestow form on everything that 

is sacred, to give any religious idea a material shape so that it exists like a crisply printed 

picture” (173). This literal mindset resulted in many individuals writing about their supernatural 

experiences with a divine lover. Caroline Walker Bynum, in her book Jesus as Mother, observed 

that from the twelfth century onwards, we find an increased frequency in “female erotic and 

sexual experience used to describe the soul’s union with Christ” (138).96 Dyan Elliot’s The Bride 

of Christ Goes to Hell does an excellent job of recording many of these spiritual encounters, 

especially in Chapter 6, “The Eroticized Bride of Hagiography.” For instance, Gertrude the Great 

writes about such an encounter in Herald of Divine Love where Christ approaches her “as a 

                                                
96 She also notes the growing number of female saints during that time period. From the eleventh to the fifteenth 

century, the number of female saints increased by 29%. As a result, women’s writing regarding their religious 

experiences also skyrocketed during this time (137).  
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handsome youth, about sixteen years of age and ‘entirely pleasing to the outer eye’” (180). Ida of 

Gorsleeuw also was said to have had a similar experience where the “celestial bridegroom” sent 

forth “his heavenly hand through the key hole, visited his spouse as secretly as it was sweetly” 

(185). This encounter was a direct reference to a verse in Song of Songs which suggestively 

states: “My lover thrust his hand through the latch-opening; my heart began to pound for him” 

(Song of Songs 5:4). Also, in Thomas of Cantipre’s record of saint activity Concerning Bees, 

Jesus woos a troubled woman by saying “You should love me, I am so handsome/ Good and 

sweet, noble and loyal” (211). According to Caroline Bynum, these images of “bodily closeness” 

created a sense of unity with Christ; to them, sin was “fragmentation, rupture, assertion of one’s 

differentness from the image of God” (166). Consequently, sexual union was an expression for 

their desire for greater intimacy with God.    

Likewise, writers were keen on readapting the marriage metaphor to fit their 

contemporary times. For instance, Ancrene Riwle, a monastic rule book for female anchoresses 

depicts Christ as a courtly lover. Human-kind then takes on the role of the cruel mistress who 

repeatedly rejects his wooing. About the hardness of her heart, the anonymous author writes:  

. . . a powerful king had fallen in love with her so passionately that he sent his 

messengers to woo her, one after another, often many together; he sent her many splendid 

presents of jewellery, provisions to support her, help from his noble army to hold her 

castle. She accepted everything as if it meant nothing to her, and was so hard-hearted that 

he could never come closer to winning her love (146).  

This document emphasized Jesus’ gentleness and references him as a “noble suitor” (147). In 

this way, the devastating physical blows he endured before being crucified on the cross seem 
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to match the courtly love tradition of a lover’s physical and emotional suffering for the sake 

of their beloved.     

As a result, in spite of the potential transgressive suggestions of this metaphor (for 

instance, polygamy and incest,) many Christians wholeheartedly embraced the analogy. For 

example, some of the art and writing about Mary, mother of Jesus, depicts her as also his spouse. 

Bernard of Clairvaux delivered a long sermon series on the Song of Songs and established Mary 

as a bride of Christ. Marilyn Aronberg Lavin and Irving Lavin remark in The Liturgy of Love that 

Bernard’s commentary equated “spiritual adoration with the act of sexual love” (25). Mary 

Barker and Mervyn Duffy, in their article “The Art of Theology: Mary as Bride of Christ,” cite 

two prominent medieval works of art that embrace this incestuous relationship. They, in 

particular, pay attention to the body language of Mary and Jesus and the inscriptions on these 

works of art. One example includes a fresco by Cimabue in the Upper Church apse of San 

Francesco, Assisi. Barker and Duffy note how sexual love was implied through the overlapping 

of the legs in medieval works. This same position is adopted by Christ and his mother in 

Cimabue’s fresco. Cimabue also inscribed the fresco with a verse from Song of Songs 2:3, “His 

left arm is under my head.” What is interesting about the painting is that while male lovers 

generally have their leg over their female lovers’ legs, in this image, Mary’s leg is placed above 

Christ’s (Barker and Duffy 42). As a result, Cimabue’s painting is a unique rendering of Mary as 

bride and mother of Christ, with her possibly displaying her power/influence over her lover/son.     

Renaissance works also built upon these concepts in their own paintings. In Leo 

Steinberg’s influential book, The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art, he investigates how 

Jesus’ body is potentially sexualized within these texts. Although some later critics, including 

Caroline Bynum and Richard Rambuss, state that Steinberg seems to erroneously conflate nudity 
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with sexuality, Steinberg still provides valuable insights on how Jesus’ genitalia was startlingly 

portrayed in Renaissance works. Similar to the medieval frescos, Renaissance painters captured 

the intimate relationship between Jesus and Mary through their body language. Steinberg notes 

how many of the images of the infant Christ and Madonna have Jesus holding Mary’s chin. This 

position, he argues, has romantic connotations, originating in ancient times and reappearing in 

medieval works. He includes an image of a French mirror case entitled Lovers Riding to the Hunt 

as a sample artifact of this posture. One shocking example is Robert Campin’s Madonna and 

Child in an Interior. The painting’s background is fairly typical, but the posture of baby Jesus is 

highly unusual. (The thinness of his arms, very atypical of a baby, add to the image’s 

uncanniness.) Mary holds Jesus around the middle in the lower center of the painting. Jesus’ left 

hand is holding Mary’s chin, as Steinberg denotes in the “chin-chuck” position. However, his 

right hand, specifically his index finger and his thumb are pinched around the head of his penis. 

Steinberg argues that the combination of the chin-chuck position and him touching his genitalia 

allows the painting to be clearly read in a sexual light. Some scholars, such as Caroline Bynum, 

claim that Jesus touching his penis is a demonstration of his circumcision, rather than anything 

with a sexual connotation. Nevertheless, the awkwardness of his positioning is unusual enough.  

As the Christ child was possibly sexualized in artwork, the adult Christ’s body also 

received similar treatment in poetry. In Richard Crashaw’s poems, he draws attention to Christ’s 

identity as the bridegroom of the church. Many of these poems were published in his collection 

Carmen Deo Nostro in 1652. In particular, in his poem “Prayer, an Ode: Which Was Prefixed to 

a Little Prayerbook Given to a Young Gentlewoman,” Crashaw accentuates the sensuality of 

Song of Songs in order to excite the potential reader. The poem has a synesthetic quality to it as 

well. The poet writes about God’s “Words which are not heard with ears” and his “still voice/ 
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The soul itself more feels than hears; . . . . Sights which are not seen with eyes” (ln 65, 68, 70). 

In this section of the poem, the senses of sight and sound overlap with the sense of feeling.  

With sight, Crashaw uses many conventions of early modern romance. For instance, in 

The Faerie Queene, Britomart first experiences the pain of love through sight (by seeing Artegall 

through Merlin’s crystal ball). Likewise, in Book III, she receives a shallow injury from a bow 

and arrow at the Castle of Joy. (She is injured by the knight Gardante, who symbolizes sight in a 

courting relationship.) As a result, as the knight Britomart represents chastity, this injury 

indicates that even she is not immune to looking and falling in love based on sight. Although the 

sense of sight would appear to be less important in a relationship between God and humans, 

Crashaw still makes reference to “soul-piercing glances” that strike the heart (71).   

With the synesthetic overlap between various senses, Crashaw does not try to hide the 

erotic implications of the poem. The cascade of sensory experiences is spoken about 

metaphorically through the glances which are like “subtle lightning” which sets the house (the 

heart) on fire and “melts it down in sweet desire” (ln 72-74). Here, just like how sight ignites 

Britomart’s feelings, the sense of sight is intimately linked to the physical sense of touch. In this 

example, sight instantly triggers the sense of touch, which Crashaw conveys as heat or fire. 

Similarly, he writes of the “Amorous languishments” experienced by the soul (ln 69).97 Crashaw 

then also makes references to the bridegroom’s “immortal kisses” (ln 103). The sexuality in the 

poem is extremely prominent at the end of the poem:  

O let the blissful heart hold fast 

                                                
97 These erotic feelings are then frequently tied to death. Crashaw uses a quick series of juxtapositions and apparent 

oxymorons; he mentions “Delicious deaths” as well as “dear and divine annihilations” (ln 77-78).    
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Her heavenly armful, she shall taste 

At once ten thousand paradises; 

 She shall have power 

 To rifle and deflower (ln 111-115) 

Like many of the other parts of this poem, Crashaw unites the senses. In this particular passage, 

he synthesizes the sense of touch, holding fast with an “heavenly armful” with the sense of 

tasting “ten thousand paradises” (ln 111-113). What is also interesting is how this passage seems 

to play on tropes from Song of Songs but inverts them. For instance, the beloved in Song of 

Songs clearly reciprocates erotic feelings for her lover and seeks him out. The verse that is often 

repeated from the book is “His left arm is under my head, and his right arm embraces me.” (Song 

of Songs 2:6). However, in this instance, the soul is the one holding fast to Christ. As a result, 

although Song of Songs is a celebration of sexuality (both male and female,) Crashaw’s poem 

even further empowers the soul by literally giving her “power” in line 114.  

The term “rifle” is also loaded, as the Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “to carry 

off as booty; to plunder; to steal.” The word has multiple meanings: plundering a person by 

searching through his or her clothes; to “rob or strip bare of something”; or to caress or fondle 

sexually; to engage in sexual activity with (a person, usually a woman). In this way, Crashaw 

borrows language from early modern love poetry, which generally associated the lover (such as 

Stella) or Cupid with a military conqueror. The term rifle’s illicit meanings give a sense of 

subversive delight in the consummation between the two parties. As stated before, the power 

dynamics then become inverted. Even as a sexual term, it is usually used when describing a man 

initiating with a woman, rather than the other way around. The term “deflower” has similar 
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connotations, specifically to “deprive (a woman) of her virginity; to violate, ravish.” This ability, 

once again, is given to the feminine soul, as opposed to Jesus.98  

 The immediate subsequent poem, “To the Same Party Counsel Concerning Her Choice,” 

also is thematically similar. In the poem, the poet encourages the lady reader to pursue Christ as 

opposed to human men, who are bound to disappoint and lie to her. In this poem, Crashaw 

christens Jesus as “a far more worthy spouse” and “the mighty lover of souls” (ln 36 and 44). In 

many ways, this poem is reminiscent of Ancrene Riwle, which also paints Christ as an initiator. 

This concept is especially clear when the poem discusses Christ’s “high stratagem to win your 

heart” (ln 43). Through this line, the intentionality of Christ’s pursuit of humankind is clear; he 

may even seem like an effective pick-up artist.  

Even when punctured and crucified, Christ is depicted as the ultimate lover and is given a 

potentially erotic quality. According to Richard Rambuss’ Closet Devotions, Jesus’ body is 

“paradoxically both a sight of horror, shame, and defilement and a vision of astonishing, even 

erotic beauty” (25). In fact, Jesus’ wounds are a source of fascination for the poet’s imagination, 

especially in the poem “On the wounds of our crucified Lord,” one of the poems known as the 

Divine Epigrams (which were translated from Latin.) In it, Crashaw imagines the wounds on 

Jesus’ body as either mouths or eyes. By transforming the openings in Jesus’ body into other 

parts, the porousness of his body becomes sensual.99 Rambuss also notes how Crashaw “probes 

the openings in Christ’s body . . . with an explicitness, a studied fascination” similar to 

“contemporary pornography’s fetishistic explorations of the erotic body and its paroxysms” (35). 

                                                
98 This erotic theme continues up until the last line, where Crashaw states: “Happy proof! She shall discover/ 

What joy, what bliss,/How many heav’ns at once it is/To have her God become her lover” (ln 120-123). 
99 Robert Martin Adams famously stated that Crashaw had a “disturbing way of dealing with orifices” (67).      
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In this way, Rambuss invites queer readings of Crashaw’s work and takes note of how Jesus’ 

body is sexualized in his poetry.100 

 To conclude, when thinking about the marriage metaphor, it is understandable that many 

devout heterosexual female practitioners embraced this analogy and found it appealing. As nuns 

could not experience marriage or a sexual relationship in this life, they found hope in the 

promises of the afterlife and spiritual union. However, it is interesting to see how male writers 

were not shy in vigorously adopting the mystical marriage into their own poetry. In Helen 

Hackett’s article, “The Art of Blasphemy? Interfusions of the Erotic and the Sacred,” she 

highlights how Donne’s intermingling of erotic and spiritual language was actually a popular 

feature of poetry in his time. In many of Donne’s Holy Sonnets, he expresses a willingness to 

play with gender fluctuations. Unlike Kristeva’s analysis of the Levitical law, the destabilizing 

and nebulous quality of gender identity appears to be an essential quality in both worship and 

conceptualizing the marriage metaphor. To fully capture the “marriage” part of the “mystical 

marriage,” as well as the deeply erotic implications of the Biblical texts, male writers needed to 

exhibit a willingness to embrace either a homoeroticism in their poetry or a kind of literary 

transvestitism. This flexibility was clearly demonstrated in the works of Donne and Crashaw.   

The Scandal of Grace: Donne and Swinburne’s Criticism of the Church 

 Now that the history of the marital metaphor has been established, it is important to 

consider how it was used in later literary contexts. For instance, writers from the Middle Ages 

would use the marriage metaphor to catch their readers’ attention for the sake of bringing social 

concerns to public audiences. The analogy was especially pertinent when church corruption was 

                                                
100 Rambuss acknowledges that our modern-day division between hetero- and homosexual were nonexistent during 

the 1600s. However, he openly warns readers not to impose feminine or masculine traits onto characters based on 

whether they have been penetrated or not. He reminds readers that men have orifices just as women do.   
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the topic of concern. For instance, Catherine of Siena wrote in her work The Dialogue from the 

perspective of God speaking to his people. God says, “look how my bride has disfigured her 

face! She is leprous with impurity and selfishness. Her breasts are swollen because of the pride 

and avarice of those who feed there . . .” (50).101  

Even later on in the seventeenth century, English Protestant writers would interpret the 

mystical marriage based on their understanding of what was involved in a marriage contract. The 

writer Benjamin Keech, for example, listed thirty-three ways how Christ was like a human 

husband, which essentially revealed more about seventeenth-century conceptions of marriage 

than about spirituality itself. He mentions how Christ “takes all his bride’s debts” (Clarke 458). 

However, in other ways, Christ differed from a human husband greatly, because of his 

willingness to take on an uncomely spouse. In Keech’s text, he compares humankind to “a Leper, 

a Creature blind, deformed, full of running Sores and old Ulcers” (Clarke 459). The church, or 

humankind, is given undesirable characteristics to demonstrate the presence of sin. This 

technique, I argue, was thus employed by Donne in his poem “Show Me Dear Christ” as well as 

Swinburne’s little studied poem “Locusta.”  

Donne’s “Show Me Dear Christ” utilizes the marriage analogy to draw attention to the 

problems/potential hypocrisies of the contemporary church. This Holy Sonnet is unique in the 

collection, as it was not published among the Collected Poems of 1633, or in any other 

subsequent edition. As a result, it was probably not “intended for a wide readership” (Erne 233). 

According to Lukas Erne’s article “Donne and Christ’s Spouse,” the poem has very clear 

references to Roman Catholics, Protestants, and the Genevan Calvinists. Consequently, his 

criticism of the churches could have stirred up controversy. The poem finally first saw 

                                                
101 Swinburne’s poem “Siena,” published in Songs before Sunrise (1871), demonstrates his awareness of Catherine 

of Siena’s story; he was possibly familiar with her writing and influenced by it himself.   
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publication in Edmund Gosse’s Life and Letters of John Donne, which was published in 1899 

(212). The speaker’s questions in this poem highlight the fragmentation of the current church as 

a body. This fragmentation appears in direct contradiction with Paul’s writings about the church 

and how Christians are “all one in Christ” (Galatians 3:28b). Erne also argues how the Catholic 

church’s “richly painted” nature is more similar to the Whore of Babylon in the book of 

Revelation, rather than the bride of Christ (214).102  

While the overall message of the poem may seem straightforward, its brilliance lies in the 

subtle shifts in tone. The first line “Show me dear Christ, thy spouse so bright and clear” stands 

independently from the rest of the poem. The line is deceivingly serious and could be 

misconstrued as the opening line of a hymn. However, the fake surprise of “What!” at the 

beginning of the second line creates a playful and intimate vibe, with a deep sense of self-

awareness.103 The speaker is essentially asking a question with an obvious answer: no, none of 

these churches are Christ’s spouse. In Erne’s reading of the poem, he asserts that these three 

Christian organizations are depicted as “all equally unbridelike” (218).  

The poem is also interesting because of its use of juxtaposition, which exposes 

contradiction within the church itself. This fragmentation is emphasized in line three where the 

question mark cuts the line directly in half, with five syllables on each side. In this way, the first 

two types of churches are placed in opposition to one another: “Goes richly painted?” is 

juxtaposed against “or which, robb’d and tore,” (ln 3). This splitting becomes increasingly 

                                                
102 The topic about what the church is wearing is not a new question. In the book of Revelation, Jesus tells the 

church in Laodicea “you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, and naked. I counsel you to buy 

from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful 

nakedness” (3:17b-18a). As a result, the apparel of the church has great weight and significance in the Christian 

tradition. 
103 The speaker’s cheeky questioning of Christ is slightly reminiscent of Elijah’s sarcastic questioning on Mt. 

Carmel. He tells the Baal prophets perhaps their God is “deep in thought, or busy, or traveling. Maybe he is 

sleeping and must be awakened” (1 Kings 18:27b).   
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fragmented as the sonnet progresses. In line six, the amount of punctuation increases, dividing 

the line into four parts, rather than two. In each section, Donne once again places opposites side 

by side: “Is she self-truth, and errs? Now new, now outwore?” (ln 5). I argue that this increase in 

punctuation is a testament to the division of the church itself, and how it does not seem possible 

to reconcile the contradictory elements in each faction. From line three to line six, the reader sees 

a multiplicative and possibly exponential splitting that resembles the growing number of 

denominations housed under Christ’s name.    

Another notable element of the sonnet is how it calls the role of the church into question 

in the latter half of the poem. Donne brings up this concern by asking, “Dwells she with us, or 

like adventuring knights/First travel we to seek, and then make love?” (ln 10-11). This question 

is significant in multiple ways. First of all, here Donne introduces more romantic/erotic overtures 

and interlaces elements of the courtly love tradition into his sonnet. This element is evident as 

the expression “make love” is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “to pay amorous 

attention; to court, woo.” As a result, this phrase draws attention to the romantic aspect of a 

spiritual relationship. The form itself, a sonnet, was also traditionally associated with love 

poetry.104 In this way, the form of the poem also implies the romantic overtones. With the 

inclusion of “us” and “we,” instead of just two members interacting with each other (Christ as 

husband and the Church as wife,) the speaker, and possibly the audience, becomes involved as 

well. 

However, the lines also question not only who is the church, but they ask, what exactly is 

the church supposed to be doing? The lines are reminiscent of the Great Commission, where 

                                                
104 As scholars have noted, Donne used a unique fusion of the Petrarchan and English sonnet form. Although he 

begins the poem in typical Petrarchan rhyme scheme (ABBAABBA), the conclusion of the poem does not have the 

usual CDECDE scheme. Instead, it ends CDCDEE, like a Shakespearean sonnet. Perhaps the rhyme scheme is also a 

comment on the fragmentation of the church.    
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Jesus asks his disciples to “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:19-

20). As the church is supposed to be the body of Christ, essentially the church should be 

following Christ’s commands. The answer, to the speaker’s question, is that the church should be 

doing both. As implied in the Great Commission, the church needs to “go,” or in Donne’s words, 

“travel we to seek” (ln 10). But also like Christ’s final words, who promised to be with us 

“always,” the church should also dwell among the people. Consequently, the speaker effectively 

nails down and exhibits an awareness of what the church should be doing. Nevertheless, the 

open-endedness of the lines call into question whether the church has been doing anything at all. 

If the speaker cannot tell, then perhaps, neither can we. Here, Donne effects a criticism of 

religious organizations. Maybe they are preoccupied with the wrong questions about their 

individual identities as Christian denominations (“who are we?”) and are losing sight of their 

original mission.    

After this statement, we reach the poem’s riotous conclusion. Instead of being passive, 

the speaker enacts the romanticism of the “adventuring knights” he mentioned before by 

becoming an initiator. In this ending, Donne magnificently complicates the seemingly 

straightforward nature of transgression. Once again, unlike Kristeva’s analysis on Levitical law, 

Donne’s speaker appears to delight in multiple forms of transgression with regard to adultery and 

sexual promiscuity. Negative words, then, are given a positive implication; for instance, the 

phrase “Betray, kind husband” appears to be contradictory. Do kind husbands betray their wives? 

Then, the speaker asks Christ (the husband) to be cuckolded by his wife the church, not only by 

his own “amorous soul,” but when she is “embrac’d and open to most men” (ln 14). The sexual 
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aspect of the poem places the speaker in the role of the male lover wooing a passive and coy 

female figure. The “mild Dove” with a capital “D” also implies that in spite of the past 

imposters, this church is the real one. In this way, “Show me dear Christ” revels in the erotic 

quality of a feminized church, while simultaneously drawing legitimate criticisms of 

contemporary church organizations.    

  While there is no evidence that Swinburne encountered Donne’s writings in his lifetime, 

“Locusta” bears remarkable similarities to “Show me dear Christ.”105 However, in the poem, 

Swinburne’s criticisms of the church are much more severe; there is no erotic reconciliation at 

the end of the sonnet. With regard to the poem’s background, “Locusta” was published in a 

sonnet series entitled “Dirae,” meaning the Furies. These sonnets were written after the death of 

Louis Napoleon, who Swinburne criticized heavily; the sonnets were originally published in 

1869 in The Fortnightly Review and then in The Examiner in 1873. The poems were written in 

imitation of Victor Hugo’s work; they were later collected into Swinburne’s A Song of Two 

Nations which was one of his few political poem series (Peterson 313).  

In “Dirae,” Swinburne intertwines Biblical language with current events. His use of 

Biblical language was considered blasphemous at the time by many reviewers. “Locusta,” 

nevertheless, bears great similarities to texts written by Christian writers who wished to draw 

attention to problems in the church. Like Catherine of Siena and John Donne, Swinburne uses 

the bride of Christ figure as a means of conveying his message. Likewise, he even uses a 

combination of a Petrarchan and Shakespearean sonnet, just as in “Show me dear Christ.”106  

                                                
105 “Locusta” was published in the series Songs of Two Nations in 1875. As stated before, Donne’s “Show Me Dear 

Christ” was not published until 1899. However, it is still possible that Swinburne encountered the poem, as he was 

friends with Edmund Gosse, who eventually published the poem.  
106 “Locusta” is an unusual poem, especially as Swinburne was not a frequent writer of sonnets; he also chooses to 

use the traditional Petrarchan sonnet rhyme scheme instead of the Shakespearean one.  
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 In the poem, Swinburne uses a number of techniques for the reader to be repulsed by the 

idea of the church. Although Swinburne enjoys upending conventions with regard to sexuality, 

he deliberately uses specific boundary-breaking imagery to convey a sense of repulsion in the 

reader. In particular, he uses images of death, decay, and illness. Like Donne, Swinburne fuses 

together traditional imagery related to the bride of Christ and the whore of Babylon to make his 

point. The poem is named after the famous first-century poison-maker who worked under Nero. 

For some Bible interpreters, the beast 666 in the book of Revelation is actually a reference to 

Nero.107 Her name “Locusta,” aside from the historical reference, can also potentially remind the 

reader of the monstrous locusts that swarm out of the Abyss in Revelation 9. As a result, at first 

glance, the poem appears to be about the whore of Babylon.  

The beginning of the poem is a direct reference to the opening verse in Revelation 17, 

where the angel tells John “Come, I will show you the punishment of the great prostitute, who 

sits on many waters” (Revelation 17:1). The first line of the poem is: “Come close and see her 

hearken. This is she.” (ln 1). Consequently, while Swinburne chose to write this unusual verse in 

sonnet form, he takes elements of Victorian dramatic monologues. Like Browning’s “My Last 

Duchess,” the poem establishes a clear speaker and listener. In creating a poem based on this 

specific passage in the book of Revelation, the speaker adopts the role of the angel and places the 

listener in the role of John. Like Dante’s Divine Comedy, the relationship between speaker and 

listener is similar to that of Virgil and Dante; in a chaotic, dreamlike world, the speaker serves as 

a guide for the listener, who is a normal, average audience-member attempting to understand and 

navigate through the confusion.  

                                                
107 Some apocryphal texts, including the book of Daniel in the Bible, used complex symbolism in order to safely 

criticize contemporary governments.  
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The first line is also significant and sets the tone for the rest of the poem. Unlike Donne, 

who uses his cheeky questioning in order to elicit a response in his reader, the short declarative 

sentence “This is she” is much more definitive. However, as scholars frequently note, Swinburne 

was interested in pushing boundaries all throughout his literary career. The “This is she” is 

deceptively simple; he intentionally provokes the question “who is she?” By the poem’s 

conclusion, the reader is forced to negotiate with a large set of contradictions, much like Donne’s 

“Show me dear Christ.”   

In the following line, what is interesting is how Swinburne incorporates a synesthetic 

quality to his work. Like his other poems, he describes an overlap of sensory experiences. Here, 

while the angel instructs the reader to “Come close and see,” the first encounter with Locusta is 

actually her scent. This specific alteration of the chapter in Revelation is notable, as in the Bible, 

John focuses primarily on two senses: sight and sound. Instead, the two primary senses that 

Swinburne describes in detail in this poem are sight and smell.    

  With these two senses, he invokes disgust by interspersing imagery associated with 

piousness with references to the whore of Babylon; he alternates between “holy” and “unholy” 

imagery. The first description mentions the sharpness of her smell: the “stench that nips/ Your 

nostril as it nears her.” (ln 2-3). Through this line, there is already a sense of death and decay that 

is amplified as the poem continues. Swinburne’s mention of unpleasant scents is reminiscent of 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130, which insists that “in some perfumes there is more delight/ Than in 

the breath that from my mistress reeks” (ln 7-8). This scent provides the reader with a sense of 

ominous anticipation as Swinburne slowly unveils his muse.  

Swinburne’s work, almost like a demented form of a traditional Petrarchan sonnet, 

proceeds to use a blazon on this female figure, describing each of her parts. He next draws 
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attention to her lips, where he first begins alternating between godly and ungodly imagery. In 

order to achieve this effect, he uses a sequence of enjambments that convey the subject to the 

reader, but does not provide the description until after. At the end of line three, he says, “Lo, the 

lips” but the reader is held in suspense until the next line. While the reader is already anticipating 

something unpleasant, this initial expectation is thwarted at the beginning of the following line. It 

is only until the beginning of the fifth line where this expectation is fulfilled. With this 

meandering strategy, Swinburne calls attention to the problem of hypocrisy and deceptive 

appearances. The line itself cleverly hints at the same fluctuating pattern: “That between prayer 

and prayer find time to be/ Poisonous” (ln 4-5). Essentially, hidden beneath the gaps of pious 

activity, Locusta’s true nature is revealed. And this quality of hers is exposed slowly, as we can 

only see as much as the angel chooses to uncover for the reader.  

Line five follows this exact same format, as Swinburne writes about “the hands holding a 

cup and key,” which appears benign enough (ln 5). However, the following line discloses that 

this is no ordinary cup and key. Instead, it is the “Key of deep hell, cup whence blood reeks and 

drips;” (ln 6). Here, if the reference to Revelation was not obvious enough before, the whore of 

Babylon is directly alluded to through the cup. This line is a reference to Revelations 17:4b 

which writes, “She held a golden cup in her hand, filled with abominable things and the filth of 

her adulteries.” An interesting detail, though, is that Swinburne combines the imagery of the 

whore and the angel Abaddon (or Apollyon in Greek). In Chapter 9, this angel, whose name 

means Destroyer, is given the key to the Abyss. As a result, Swinburne merges the imagery in 

these two chapters and combines them into the single figure Locusta.  

Next, he conveys the extent of her promiscuity through the description of her body: 
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“The loose lewd limbs, the reeling hingeless hips,/ The scurf that is not skin but leprosy.” (ln 7-

8). These concluding lines of the middle quatrain are significant, as they express the Biblical link 

between promiscuity and abjection. Like the previous lines, Swinburne uses a great deal of 

alliteration, which allows the reader to identify each feature precisely: “nips-nostril” “prayer-

poisonous” “cup-key” “loose lewd limb” “hingeless hips” etc. Specifically in lines 7-8, 

Swinburne plays on the term “loose,” which not only implies Locusta’s promiscuity, but also a 

potential slackness in her limbs. Traditionally, the whore of Babylon is drunk on the blood of the 

saints. The “reeling” quality of her hips also may be a reference to the phrase “reeling drunk,” 

which essentially combines the whore’s drunken state with her licentiousness. The last phrase is 

particularly disturbing, as Swinburne reduces her to her various body parts. Even when 

Petrarchan sonnets worshipfully describe their muses, they turn women’s bodies into materials, 

literally objectifying them into Frankenstein monsters. In “Locusta,” this effect is doubly 

troubling as one imagines a loose set of hips and legs, completely absent of a torso, 

independently turning. The hingelessness of her hips amplifies Locusta’s sexual nature: her legs 

are always open. Her body experiences a clear violence through the poem’s expression. The 

corpse-like quality of her body makes her seems more dead than alive; she is dissected like a 

cadaver. Likewise, Swinburne never mentions any clothing, which implies that her body is 

exposed and naked.  

 Swinburne conveys the sense of death and illness by mentioning: “The scurf that is not 

skin but leprosy” and “This haggard harlot grey of face and green” (ln 8-9). By mentioning 

“scurf” instead of skin, Swinburne makes his readers think of “a morbid condition of the skin . . . 

characterized by the separation of branny scales.” In this way, Locusta seems less like a human 

female and it creates a sense of uncanniness. While these details are absent in the Bible, 
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Swinburne’s detailed description of her diseased body gives her a sense of contagious 

uncleanliness. The corpse-like aspect is emphasized through her color, as she is unnaturally 

“grey of face and green” (ln 9). As she is described as “haggard” and her hand as “old,” Locusta 

is then envisioned not as a young prostitute, but more like an evil crone.     

 This theme continues in the latter half of the poem; once Swinburne has completed his 

blazon, he focuses on her actions of brewing and praying. As she prays while she brews, the 

prayers are robbed of their usual pious connotation. Instead, the names of Mary and Jesus are 

given a spell-like quality, like a magic incantation. The final nail in the coffin is the last line, 

where Swinburne reveals that “There are those who say she is the bride of Christ” (ln 14). While 

the horror of watching Locusta is great in and of itself, the concluding line packs the greatest 

punch, as Swinburne merges two contrasting figures in the book of Revelation, the whore of 

Babylon and the bride of Christ, into a singular person. As a result, through the disgust invoked 

by Swinburne’s description, he includes a major shock-factor at the poem’s ending in order to 

call attention to church hypocrisies. Ultimately, Swinburne’s strategy is not far removed from 

Donne’s in “Show me dear Christ.”           

“Nothing but the Blood”: Religious Violence in Swinburne and the Metaphysical Poets  

In Margot K. Louis’ book Swinburne and his Gods (1990), Louis takes note how 

Swinburne’s poetry frequently insists “that it is necessary to jettison the whole symbolic system 

provided by Christianity”; however, at the same time, much of Swinburne’s work “depends for 

its effect on manipulation of the typology, the forms, and the cadences of the Judaeo-Christian 

literary tradition” (85). As detailed before, Swinburne is conventional and unconventional at the 

same time. In “Locusta,” he deliberately marries the blazon featured in Petrarchan sonnets with 

the bride of Christ analogy in order to create a monstrous warping of both literary traditions. 
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Swinburne, unlike his more prolonged interest in the goddess Venus, only mentioned the bride of 

Christ in a total of two poems. Aside from “Locusta,” the only other poem that uses the trope is 

his earlier work “Before a Crucifix.”  

“Before a Crucifix” was published in Songs before Sunrise (1871). What is unique about 

this poem is how Swinburne takes tropes within Christian texts; he subverts and twists these 

concepts in order to reveal corruption within the church. In particular, he expands on: 1) the 

violence underwritten in the Christian tradition 2) sexual nature of the marriage metaphor and 3) 

the interdependent nature of Christ and his followers. These three characteristics are central 

themes in the works of metaphysical poets John Donne and Richard Crashaw. Popularized in 

Donne’s “Batter My Heart,” the poet begs God to be able to enjoy the violent and erotic 

sensations of Christian living. However, Swinburne literalizes this “batteredness” in his work 

and depicts the negative effects it has on the people.  

“Reckless Love”: A History of Violence in Christian Culture 

The Bible, as Christianity’s core text, is incredibly violent. The violence of interacting 

with the divine is captured in the story of Jacob wrestling with God in physical form. Like the 

sublime women of Swinburne’s work, who maim mortal men, encounters with God leave the 

victim with scars. For context, Jacob has gathered his family in preparation to meet his estranged 

brother Esau. That night, he encounters and meets a mysterious man who wrestles with him until 

daybreak. The story in Genesis 32 is interesting, as the narrator does not reveal that Jacob is 

wrestling with a divine force until the latter half of the story. The passage reads:  

When the man saw that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob’s hip 

so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the man. Then the man said, “Let me 

go, for it is daybreak.” But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” . . . 
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the man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled 

with God and with men and have overcome” (Genesis 32:25-28). 

Although the passage is short, the interaction between Jacob and the mysterious stranger is 

heavily laden with meaning. For instance, the act of wrestling unites both physical intimacy 

and violence. According to John Edward Anderson’s book Jacob and the Divine Trickster, 

the touch on the hip has “covenantal overtones” as Abraham asked his manservant to put his 

hand under his thigh as an oath in Genesis 24 (157).108 This touch is especially significant, as 

it reveals the man’s power; a simple touch dislocates Jacob’s hip. In spite of the obvious 

mismatch in strength, Jacob continues to persevere and even insists on a blessing. God is 

essentially fulfilling his promise to Abraham through Jacob; we as readers witness the birth 

of a nation. In the way that women experience labor pains before a birth, Jacob must 

experience a physical struggle before he is able to receive a blessing.   

Jacob receiving a new name is an incredibly significant point in the Old Testament 

narrative. To some critics, the new name signals a shift in identity. Jacob’s name, which 

figuratively means “he deceives,” is changed to Israel, which means “he struggles with God.” 

Through this new name, Jacob is no longer just the deceitful younger son of Isaac, but he 

becomes the patriarch of a nation. However, the name of Israel also underwrites how the 

relationship between the nation and God will be tumultuous rather than peaceful. The name 

in a sense forecasts the cyclical nature of Israel’s relationship to God, a seemingly unending 

                                                
108 Anderson also observes how this scuffle between men is a reversal of Jacob’s deception of his blind father 

Isaac. In this case, Jacob is the one who cannot identify the attacker; as a result, the encounter may be a form of 

penance for Jacob’s previous deceitfulness.   
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pattern of drawing close and falling away from him. As a result, this single incident in 

Genesis operates as an extremely accurate synecdoche of the entire faith process.109   

This concept of productive pain is underwritten not only in this story, but in the entirely 

of the Christian Bible. From the first sacrifice made by God to make clothes for Adam and Eve 

to Christ’s violent death on the cross, Christians learn how blood offerings are essential for the 

forgiveness of sins. Even the act of becoming more like Christ, or the process of sanctification, is 

frequently given violent metaphors.110 The pain is an unavoidable component of a productive 

Christian life. These violent encounters with God, in particular, were greatly fetishized during 

the Middle Ages.  

Caroline Bynum’s Holy Feast and Holy Fast very meticulously details many of these 

accounts. Female saints oftentimes desired the experience of pain in order to fuse themselves 

with Christ’s experience on the cross (211). As an example, Dorothea of Montau supposedly 

experienced miraculous “wounds of love” (Elliot 222). She was in an unhappy and abusive 

marriage for a portion of her life. Dorothea’s encounters with God, to a certain degree, reflected 

this abuse. God apparently spoke to her and said: “I will wound you however many times and 

whenever I wish. Indeed, I will shoot you through your heart, soul, body, flesh, and blood, and 

all your inner and outer parts—  nor is there anything left in you that is not wounded by me” 

(223). Her wounds were inflicted by “mystical lances, darts, arrows, or spears” (223). The point 

                                                
109 What is interesting is how artists have portrayed this biblical encounter in history. Rembrant’s depiction (1658) 

has a placid looking angel almost embracing Jacob, whose eyes appear closed. Both subjects are clothed. However, 

other later works of art such as Leloir’s (1865) and Leon Bonnat’s (1876) depict naked, muscular men with their 

bodies intertwined. The nakedness of the subjects also emphasizes the intimacy and possible sexual implications of 

the story.  
110 For instance, in John 15:2, Jesus compares God to a gardener who prunes branches so they will bear more fruit. 

The term “prune” in Greek, kathairó, also means “to cleanse” (Strong’s Concordance).  
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of these supernatural injuries was to leave a physical reminder of his love so she would “pant 

continuously for him” (223).  

Teresa of Avila was another female saint said to experience painful/pleasurable meetings 

with God. In her autobiography The Life of St. Teresa of Avila (written around 1578), she wrote 

about one such encounter. In her vision, she interacts with an angel:  

I saw in his hand a long spear of gold, and at the iron’s point there seemed to be a little 

fire. He appeared to me to be thrusting it at times into my heart, and to pierce my very 

entrails; when he drew it out, he seemed to draw them out also, and to leave me all on fire 

with a great love of God. The pain was so great, that it made me moan; and yet so 

surpassing was the sweetness of this excessive pain, that I could not wish to be rid of it 

(226). 

Scholars have commented on the phallic nature of the angel’s spear. Critics have also noted how 

“heart” is frequently a kind of innuendo for the womb in many of these types of encounters 

(Elliot 227). Overall, Teresa of Avila’s ecstasy combines both the erotic and violent aspect of the 

Christian experience with God. 

This desire for immolation by God is highly reminiscent of Donne’s famous poem 

“Batter My Heart.” The Holy sonnet captures the interconnectedness of violence, eros, and 

dependence on God in the Christian tradition. As one of Donne’s most famous poems, it does not 

lack in scholarship. Two articles that specifically touch on the violence are “Male Masochism in 

the Religious Lyrics of Donne and Crashaw” (1997) by Lisa S. Starks and “Violence and the 
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Sublime in John Donne’s Holy Sonnet 14” (2015) by Sonia Kotiah.111 Kotiah cites Thomas 

Huhn which says, “the achievement of the sublime is that it makes domination pleasurable and 

violence beautiful” (74). She observes how this violent relationship is not exclusive to this 

sonnet itself; for instance, in Holy Sonnet V, the speaker says, “And burn me, O Lord, with a 

fiery zeal” (ln 13). Another work exploring the theme of BDSM in “Batter My Heart” is Rebecca 

Lynn Burnett’s thesis “Re-examining Donne’s Masculine Persuasive Force’: Submission, Power, 

and Christian Masculinity in the Poetry of John Donne.” Burnett’s thesis argues how in BDSM 

culture, the dominated party is actually the one in control. Ann Baynes Coiro also asserts a 

similar assessment of the poem; she states how the poem is like “one aggressive guy to another” 

(86). As a result, “Batter My Heart” comprises of multiple types of violence that go in both 

directions.  

The types of violence Donne suggests God perform is also interesting; like BDSM, he 

uses a combination of types of violence: bondage and breaking. While the speaker asks God to 

“untie or break that knot again” with regard to God’s enemy, ultimately, he also asks God to still 

“imprison” him (ln 11-12).112 As a result, in spite of the poet’s longings, there appear to be key 

parallel characteristics between the two relationships.113 This embracing of bondage or 

imprisonment could be a reference to Ephesians 6:6, where Paul asks the church to act as “slaves 

of Christ.”114  

                                                
111 Richard Rambuss, in his book Closet Devotions, also suggests that the “three-person’d” aspect of God, which is 

emphasized in the first line, creates the sense of a gangbang (50).  
112 Eleanor McCullough also notes how the word “enthrall” has two meanings, and the more negative one means to 

enslave (35). 
113 The term “divorce” also hints at the marital metaphor that was used frequently in religious writing. 
114 This terminology is actually repeated a number of times in the New Testament and was used with an intention of 

leaving a positive connotation on its readers.   
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Donne was not the only metaphysical poet who was interested in the violence of divine 

encounters. Richard Crashaw, although somewhat lesser known, also wrote very drastic poetic 

works that interwove the erotic and violent aspects of spiritual life. In particular, Crashaw 

interweaves language from secular love poetry in order to convey the experiences of St. Teresa. 

In his two poems “A Hymn to the Name and Honor of the Honorable Saint Teresa” and “The 

Flaming Heart,” Crashaw uses iconography from Cupid’s dart in order to convey St. Teresa’s 

pleasurable, but violent visions. The first poem, in the same masochistic fashion of Donne’s 

“Batter My Heart,” celebrates how “Love’s soldiers . . . exercise their archery” on the female 

saint (ln 95-96). The following lines read:  

 O how oft shalt thou complain 

 Of a sweet and subtle pain. 

 Of intolerable joys; 

 Of a death, in which who dies 

 Loves his death, and dies again. 

 And would forever so be slain  

 And lives, and dies; 

 And knows not why  

 To live, but that he thus may never leave to die. ln 97-104115 

What is fascinating about this sequence is how closely it mirrors the language from early modern 

love poets such as Sir Philip Sidney. For instance, Sidney’s Sonnet 20 conveys a similar linkage 

between love and death; Cupid, the “murthering boy” armed with arrows, creates a hell where 

the poet figure is subjected to endless torturous pain. Crashaw’s sequence is comparable and is 

                                                
115 Some scholars have cited the Pauline verse “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain” as a reason for the 

frequent dying imagery in these poems (Philippians 1:21).  
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only slightly modified. Crashaw also uses juxtaposition to convey the unity of seemingly 

counterintuitive sensations: “intolerable joys” is similar to Sonnet 79’s lines about “The friendly 

fray, where blowes both wound and heal,/ The prettie death, while each in other liue” (ln 10-11). 

Within the language of the poem itself, Crashaw also uses repetition to draw attention to the 

cyclical nature of this living and dying sequence.  

Crashaw keeps with the apparent oxymorons later on when he writes about the “delicious 

wounds” (ln 108) received from the dart. Although the term delicious does not always apply to 

the sense of taste, scholars have commented on the multilayered quality of Crashaw’s sensory 

experiences. While the term “delicious” could simply mean “highly pleasing or delightful,” 

Crashaw’s poem “Blessed be the paps which Thou hast sucked” depicts Mary (or the everyday 

Christian) drawing strength by sucking on Christ’s wounds. Richard Rambuss in his book Closet 

Devotions writes how Christ’s “teat” (his wounds) then becomes simultaneously “mammary and 

phallic” (38). In this way, St. Teresa’s wounds may also have been coded in the same erotically 

charged manner. The “delicious wounds,” likewise, weeping “Balsam” may represent aroused 

female genitalia (ln 109-110). The “delicious” quality of the wounds similarly invites the reader 

to participate in this encounter and could possibly be a reference to cunnilingus. Similarly, a few 

lines before, the poem also says, “Kiss the sweet killing dart!”116 Although, in this instance, the 

poet is referring to the heart kissing the dart, the word “kiss” automatically makes the reader 

think of lips. As a result, the phallic imagery could also be another reference to oral sex. This 

sexual reading of the poem is somewhat reinforced when the poet refers to the union of deaths 

that “die into one” (ln 111). Sexual and spiritual union are therefore unified on a metaphorical 

level within this poem.  

                                                
116 Unlike Sidney’s poet figure, who actively warns his friends to flee, the poet embraces the experience of being 

killed. 
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Crashaw’s other famous Teresan poem, “The Flaming Heart,” uses similar imagery in 

discussing supernatural encounters with God. In lines 79-80, the poet says, “Live here, great 

heart; and love and die and kill;/And bleed and wound; and yield and conquer still.” The usage of 

almost militant language is also very reminiscent of Sidney’s Cupid, who is written as a 

decorated conqueror. As a result, Crashaw uses a combination of sexual and militant imagery in 

order to depict the relationship between humans and God. Crashaw borrows significantly from 

secular love poetry in order to communicate these ideas. What is interesting is how sexual union 

with the divine appears to be a desired experience; the human subject is so overwhelmed that any 

discrepancy between God and human is completely eradicated. While Kristeva insists that an 

anxiety about boundaries exists in Levitical law, these poems instead suggest a desire to 

eliminate boundaries completely. As sexual union insists on the permeability of the body and the 

exchange of fluids, the metaphysical poets seemed to happily embrace these concepts.  

With regard to violence itself, Crashaw also seems to exhibit an openness to being broken 

by God, just like Donne in “Batter My Heart.” This theme appears throughout his writing. When 

discussing God’s interactions with humans, he frequently uses violent imagery depicting divine 

revelation. For instance, in his poem “Apology for the Precedent Hymn,” he describes heaven 

lying “in ambush there, and breaks/ From thence into the wond’ring reader’s breast” (ln 24-25). 

This language is interesting, as it once again mirrors the language used to describe Cupid in early 

modern texts. Like Donne, Crashaw uses the verb “break” as a key component. This blending of 

imagery, of Cupid and of Christ, is fairly common in Crashaw’s work. The poem “Dies Irae Dies 

Illa: The Hymn of the Church, in Meditation of the Day of Judgment” also is thematically similar 

as it concludes describing the writer’s “suppliant heart; all crushed/ And crumbled into contrite 

dust” (ln 65-66).    
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Additionally, Crashaw’s “A Song” boldly states to God “I am thy sacrifice” (ln 5). While 

the entire poem is about the apparent contradiction of “living death and dying life” (ln 14), the 

most striking part is the concluding couplet which states “For while thou sweetly slayest me/ 

Dead to myself, I live in thee” (ln 15-16). This poem may be referring to multiple Bible 

passages. The most pertinent one may be Paul’s letter to the Romans which says “Therefore, I 

urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and 

pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.” (Romans 12:1). Crashaw’s poem 

interestingly expands on the concept of “living sacrifices.” While the Roman Christians in Paul’s 

day may have interpreted his words to simply mean sacrificial living, like Sonnet 20 of Astrophil 

and Stella, Crashaw interprets this verse to mean a constant dying and rebirth. He also intensifies 

the act of sacrifice by envisioning God as the slayer. Instead of humans offering up their lives as 

a gift, the act of getting murdered becomes intrinsic to the entire system. An earlier line, too, 

expresses a “longing so to be still slain” (ln 10). Ultimately, there is a pleasure in the act of dying 

that is fulfilling to the human party.    

Much like his Teresan poetry, Crashaw’s poem “Sancta Maria Dolorum; or The Mother 

of Sorrows” greatly welcomes any pain that connects the writer to Christ. He writes, “O teach 

those wounds to bleed/ In me” (ln 50-51). Crashaw then uses extended apostrophe, much like 

Donne’s request to God in “Batter My Heart.” Instead, he cries out specifically to the wounds, 

darts, nailed hands, and pierced heart. His overall desire is to revel so deeply in the crucifixion 

that they “mix/ Wounds; and become one crucifix” (ln 99-100). He asks to “suck the wine/ So 

long of this chaste vine/ Till drunk of the dear wounds, I be” (ln 101-103). As a result, he 

requests to drink Christ’s blood directly from the vein as a means of unifying with him. While 
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the act may possibly seem grotesque to contemporary readers, this intimate interaction 

encapsulates a deep desire to disturb the boundaries between God and humans.   

“Goodness Like a Fetter”: Monstrosity in the Church and Swinburne’s “Before a Crucifix” 

Swinburne, however, greatly problematizes medieval and early modern understandings of 

Christ. In order to further criticize religious institutions, Swinburne lent heavily on these 

seemingly over-the-top conventions with regard to violence and unity with Christ. More 

specifically, in his more well-known work “Before a Crucifix,” Swinburne subverts conventions 

regarding the bride of Christ. In many ways, “Before a Crucifix” is similar to “Locusta” as the 

bride of Christ becomes a monstrous figure in his work. In particular, the ambivalent boundaries 

between God and humans becomes frightening, as the distinctions between the entities becomes 

non-existent. Next, the violence of the church towards Jesus himself makes it seem cannibalistic; 

like the hell hounds of Sin from Paradise Lost, the church consumes Christ from the inside out. 

This spreading violence is turned inward and outward; all people who come in contact with the 

church cannot escape its influence. Swinburne also associates the bride of Christ with leprosy, 

turning the church into a contagious being that infects all it touches. Overall, the church becomes 

a sinister organization. “Locusta” was straightforward in its pronouncement; “Before a Crucifix” 

is much more extensive in its condemnation. The vampiric church is a monster that has terrorized 

humanity, is responsible for genocide, and deeply needs to be slain.   

Over the years, this poem has drawn more critical attention. For instance, Margot K. 

Louis’ book Swinburne and his Gods (1990) and Julia F. Saville’s article “Cosmopolitan 

Republican Swinburne” (2009) both present comprehensive discussions on how “Before a 

Crucifix” mixes the poet’s political philosophies with Biblical language. Both Louis and Saville 

mention how Swinburne was heavily influenced by William Blake’s poetry; The Marriage of 
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Heaven and Hell and the social commentary within his poems affected much of Swinburne’s 

later writings.117 Stephanie Kuduk’s article “‘A Sword of a Song’: Swinburne’s Republican 

Aesthetics in Songs before Sunrise” also provides valuable insights on his mindset in writing his 

political poetry. Although Swinburne is largely known for his erotically transgressive poetry, 

much of his later poems were invested in airing social grievances and championing the 

underprivileged. As stated before, he was greatly influenced by Blake’s work. According to 

Kuduk, she believes that Swinburne was interested in helping destroy the so called “mind-forg’d 

manacles” that gripped his contemporary society. Like Blake, he wanted to “cleanse the doors of 

perception” and fight against the inequalities of “priestcraft” and “kingcraft” (Kuduk 253). In 

this way, Swinburne considered himself part of Blake’s “church of rebels” and he was deeply 

influenced by republican philosophy (Kuduk 253).  

The philosophy behind “Before a Crucifix” may have also been inspired by Shelley. For 

instance, in Swinburne’s unpublished elegy “Milton,” he quotes Shelley’s Adonais as an 

epigraph:  

He died 

Who was the sire of an immortal strain, 

Blind, old, & lonely when his country’s pride  

The priest, the slave, & the liberticide  

Trampled & mocked with many a loathed rite 

Of lust & blood. 

Swinburne’s previously undiscovered poem was uncovered by Terry L. Meyers. In examining 

the epigraph, one can see the intertwining beliefs between Shelley and Swinburne’s ideas about 

                                                
117 Although not specifically about “Before a Crucifix,” Linda H. Peterson’s article “Victorian Poets, Politics, and 

Networks” (2013) also touches on Swinburne’s political poetry.   
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organized religion. As Shelley placed “The priest, the slave, & the liberticide” next to one 

another, Swinburne explores the interconnections between religion and the death of freedoms. 

The violence of this takeover is also apparent in the verbs in the next line. The terms “Trampled 

& mocked” are also incredibly resonant to Swinburne’s audience, as they somewhat mirror the 

treatment that Christ unjustly endured. The two words towards the end of the quote, “lust & 

blood” create a sense of the church’s bloodthirstiness. Like the crowd which shouted, “Crucify 

him!” to Pontius Pilot, the lustfulness of the church has less to do with sex (while the 

connotations remain). Instead, the word “lust” could relate to the church’s inordinate insatiability 

for blood. Just as Swinburne places the churchgoers in the role of Christ in “Before a Crucifix,” 

(as they also experience Jesus’ hardship and pain), Shelley also portrays Milton as a man who 

was noble, but was victimized by the church. The abhorrence of the church’s traditions is also 

perceptible when Shelley refers to the “loathed” rites, which make the rituals appear like some 

archaic blood sacrifice.     

Inspired by Blake’s interest in social concerns and Shelley’s commentary on religious 

institutions, “Before a Crucifix” allows the reader to see a spectrum of different Christs; we see 

how the nature of God is frequently manipulated to embody the “power and subtlety of the 

exploiter” (Louis 92).118 Swinburne, in particular, questions whether suffering as a part of faith is 

actually necessary, and whether it is simply a means of lining the pockets of the wealthy. In 

Saville’s words, the poem explores “the physical degradation and spiritual impoverishment” of 

oppressed people groups (707).  

With regard to the poem itself, scholars have observed how Swinburne takes inspiration 

from the churchgoing experience to write his poem. For instance, Swinburne uses alliteration in 

                                                
118 Louis spends a considerable portion of her fourth chapter analyzing “Before a Crucifix.” 
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the early stanzas, which create a sense of the churchgoers’ heavy, plodding footsteps. Saville, in 

particular, calls attention to the “hymn-like stanzas” which mimic worship music (707). The use 

of archaic language, “thy” and “thou,” also echo the King James Version of the Bible. Even the 

title of the poem itself is relatively similar to early modern titles about Christ. For instance, three 

of Crashaw’s Divine Epigrams are entitled “On Our Crucified Lord Naked, and Bloody,” “On 

Bleeding the Wounds of Our Crucified Lord,” and “On the Wounds of Our Crucified Lord.” The 

title “Before a Crucifix” does not betray Swinburne’s irreverent intentions. However, in spite of 

these qualities that remind readers of attending church, Louis observes how Swinburne avoids 

details that locate the setting in a specific place and time. As a result, while the use of the 

crucifix may appear to target Catholics, the generality of the poem allows even Protestant 

Christians to question the influence of the church on the local populace.119  

To convey his point, Swinburne uses a dramatic monologue; the speaker addresses a 

statue of Christ in order to question injustice perpetrated by the church. Early on, the subject of 

pain comes up as the speaker observes the similarities between the Christ statue and the people. 

The second stanza reads: “The face is full of prayers and pains/ To which they bring their pains 

and prayers;/Lean limbs that shew the labouring bones,/And ghastly mouth that gapes and 

groans.” (ln 9-10). The repetition of the words “prayers” and “pains” reflect the cyclical act of 

death and rebirth that were intrinsic to the Christian life. Mirroring one another, this similarity is 

deemed unnatural. Christ was pinned to a cross with his body experiencing excruciating physical 

pain; why should the people feel an even remotely similar kind of suffering? According to David 

                                                
119 Thus, even Swinburne’s primarily Anglican audience found the poem untasteful, regardless of some of the 

blatantly Catholic symbolism. Because the poem felt applicable, “Before a Crucifix” was not warmly received. 

Regarding the poem’s reception, Catherine Maxwell in her book Swinburne writes how although the poem, “might 

strike a chord with liberal Christians objecting to the institutionalized exploitation and dilution of Christ’s message,” 

it “on publication, unsurprisingly caused great offence because of its perceived blasphemy” (67-68). 
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Punter’s article, “Swinburne, the Cross, and Proliferation of Abjection” (1997), the statue and the 

people meld together: “we can no longer be sure whether we are looking at the worshippers or 

the worshipped. In the greyness, both merge and become as one” (350). This inability to 

distinguish God from the people is considered especially aberrant, as they fuse into one body. As 

a result, Swinburne appears to make a direct commentary on the concept of the church being the 

body of Christ, with Christ as the head. As discussed by Paul in the book of 1 Corinthians, the 

unity between the people and Christ was considered desirable; consequently, the seamlessness of 

the body analogy was apt in illustrating this principle. However, to Swinburne, the fusion of 

“god” to people produced abject results.  

Swinburne also uses a series of inversions in order to convey his point. He describes 

Christ’s statue as being “wrought/ After the likeness of their race” (ln 13-14). This quote is a 

direct inversion of the creation of humankind in Genesis, where people were created in the image 

of God. By inserting this inversion in the beginning of the third stanza, the reader becomes 

acquainted with the series of reversals early on. Within the same stanza, Swinburne also 

continues this line of thinking. For example, through the speaker’s description, Christ’s statue 

also then takes on characteristics of the idols condemned in the Jewish tradition. While the God 

of the Old Testament was often antagonistic to other gods, God then becomes associated with the 

very idols he sought to destroy. This concept emerges when Swinburne describes the statue’s 

“blind helpless eyeless face” (ln 16). In detailing Christ’s features, both the mouth and eyes, 

Swinburne perhaps makes a direct reference to Psalm 135:15-18 which writes, “The idols of the 

nations are silver and gold, made by human hands. They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, 

but cannot see. They have ears, but cannot hear, nor is there breath in their mouths. Those who 

make them will be like them, so will all who trust in them.” Likewise, Swinburne’s description 
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of the Christ statue may also mimic the blazon or wasf used in the Song of Songs. As mentioned 

before in Peter J. Leithart’s article “Imperial Lover: The Unveiling of Jesus Christ in Revelation” 

(2012), the male lover’s body was compared to precious metals and therefore objectified. 

Swinburne, in “Before a Crucifix,” may be deliberately subverting this convention; instead of 

something beautiful, Christ’s body, as well as the people, become distorted and grotesque.  

Throughout the poem, Swinburne literalizes and reverses common tropes that appear in 

Christian writing; in particular, he is concerned with the difference in Christian and human 

definitions of freedom. As stated before, his primary interest in republican politics meant that he 

was deeply invested in the concept of freedom; Victorian social norms were a kind of prison and 

slavery in and of itself.120 In the poem, he deliberately questions whether Christianity has 

liberated its people. For instance, a large part of Christ’s claim was that believing in him would 

set people free. While some of Jesus’ language was coded, his assertations are still apparent in 

John 8:31a-32: “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the 

truth, and the truth will set you free.”121 Further down, Jesus continues with this idea: “I tell you 

the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin . . . So if the Son sets you free, you will be free 

indeed” (John 8:34b-36). This concept is reiterated in the epistles where Paul writes, “It is for 

freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again 

by a yoke of slavery” (Galatians 5:1). The pure repetition in these translated verses is interesting. 

John 8:36 repeats the word “free” by saying that “you will be free indeed.” Paul’s evocation of 

                                                
120 Also, Swinburne was writing around the time of the American Civil War. While I have not yet investigated 

whether Swinburne was invested in American abolition, he clearly exhibited interest in the problem of slavery 

throughout his literary career. Songs before Sunrise, published in 1871, six years after the American Civil War, has 
the greatest instances of the word “slave” in any of his works. The word “slave” occurs 15 times over the course of 

the entire poetry collection. The word “free” also occurs the most in this collection as well for a total of 22 times. 

Swinburne was clearly mentally preoccupied with the concept of freedom and bondage at this particular historical 

moment.   
121 In another verse in John, Jesus claims to be “the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). In this way, Jesus 

was referring to himself when he says that the truth will set people free.  



Chen 137 

 

 

the same idea has the same insistent quality: within the same sentence, the word “free” appears 

twice. Both Jesus and Paul are entirely confident in this attribute of Christ: the religion as a 

whole was designed with a purpose, one that was supposed to be freeing to its believers.      

However, Swinburne calls this idea into question by referring to the people as unfortunate 

“slaves of men” (ln 28). The term “slaves” is an effective choice of words; the word conveys 

how the Christians are basically the personal property of another person or essentially “not their 

own” (Jeremiah 10:23).122 However, the Oxford English Dictionary also includes the definitions: 

1) someone who submits in a servile manner to an authority 2) someone under the domination of 

a specified influence and 3) one whose condition of toil is comparable to that of a slave. As a 

result, Swinburne’s choice of words and repetition of the slave analogy is highly effective, 

especially as he focuses on the heavy labor expected of the church goers. To express these 

points, he writes how God’s name becomes a “fetter on men’s necks” (ln 32).123 The concluding 

lines of that stanza literally ask the question: “It was for this, that slaves should be,/ Thy word 

was passed to set men free?” (ln 35-36). This questioning continues in the next stanza, which 

begins with a single sentence followed by three questions, one of them being “Hast thou brought 

freedom upon the earth?” (ln 39-40). Swinburne then discusses the violence imbedded in the 

institution of slavery. In the ninth stanza, he writes, “They scourge us with thy words for whips,/ 

They brand us with thy words for brands” (ln 51-52). In this way, Swinburne possibly interposes 

imagery of American slavery onto European Catholics as a means of communicating his 

message.    

                                                
122 The full verse is “Lord, I know that people’s lives are not their own; it is not for them to direct their steps.”  
123 This phrase may also be a reference to Matthew 11:28-30 where Jesus famously says, “Come to me, all you who 

are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me . . . For my yoke is 

easy and my burden is light.” Once again, Swinburne clearly calls this verse into question by insisting that 

contemporary followers of the church are actually given an overwhelmingly heavy burden to bear.  
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This reference is also an interesting inversion (or reversion) of the Bible’s positive 

references to being in bondage or slavery to Christ. The Bible has a number of references, 

including Ephesians 6:6 and 1 Peter 2:16. This theme of bondage also emerges later on in the 

poem when the poet denounces the church for binding “the people’s nail-pierced hands” (ln 69). 

Unlike Donne and Crashaw’s interest in being bound, Swinburne depicts bondage to Christ and 

the church as an unfortunate side-effect. Overall, Swinburne’s discussion of slavery is consistent 

with his other poems about religion and religious figures. For instance, in his poem “Hymn to 

Proserpine,” Swinburne refers to Mary, Jesus’ mother, as “a slave among slaves, and rejected” 

(ln 85).   

Aside from the slave analogy, Swinburne also uses “Before a Crucifix” to introduce a 

monstrous version of the bride of Christ. He later returns to this analogy and expands on it in his 

later poem “Locusta.” The first mention of Christ’s spouse depicts her wearing Christ’s body.  

Although a somewhat lesser known directive within Christian circles, Paul instructed the church 

in Rome to “clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify 

the desires of the flesh” (Romans 13:14). Galatians 3:27 also has a similar instruction: “all of you 

who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.” Swinburne plays with this 

concept and ultimately makes the spectacle horrifying. Once again, Paul’s instructions were 

meant to be encouraging to his readers; putting on Christ was a means of conveying how Jesus’ 

death covered their sin (which was frequently symbolized by nakedness.)  

One of Richard Crashaw’s Divine Epigrams, “On Our Crucified Lord Naked, and 

Bloody,” elaborates greatly on this trope. Swinburne possibly used the original Latin of this 

poem as a basis for parts of “Before a Crucifix.” In his poem, Crashaw writes,  

Th’ have left thee naked Lord, O that they had; 
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This garment too I would they had denied. 

Thee with thyself they have too richly clad, 

Opening the purple wardrobe of thy side. 

O never could be found garments too good 

For thee to wear, but these, of thine own blood. (ln 1-6) 

In Crashaw’s poem, he opens with the idea of the naked Jesus, used as clothing to “too richly 

clad” believers. The “too” emphasizes the excessiveness of Christ’s sacrifice. The poem has an 

interesting pathos, as it has a sense of forlornness in the opening line; Crashaw replicates or 

reimagines the feelings of Mary or a disciple looking upon the fallen body of Christ. This sense 

of regret is captured in the second line, where he writes how he “would they had denied.” In 

bringing up Christ’s nakedness at the beginning, Crashaw juxtaposes Christ’s nakedness with the 

luxury of salvation enjoyed by his followers. The rich quality is also emphasized through the 

“purple” color of Christ’s body; in a single word, Crashaw captures the bruisedness of Jesus’ 

body as well as the beauty/richness of his sacrifice.124 On a similar note, the anonymous “they” 

also adds an interesting element to the poem. From the “they” in the first line to the “they” in the 

third line, there is no indication that the two “theys” are separate entities. As a result, it suggests 

that the ones who crucified Christ are one and the same as the ones who enjoy the benefits of his 

grace; the anonymous “they” are then murderers who abandoned Christ in his time of need. The 

“I” of the poem, then, is also notable, as it speaks from a distance, as if his hands were free from 

the guilt of killing Christ.  

                                                
124 The term “wardrobe” is also an interesting choice, as it can refer to the furniture or location for storing clothing. 

It can also refer to the collection of clothing itself. As a result, the term is effective in conveying the double meaning 

of Christ’s body: his body both houses and is the blessing that contemporary Christians receive.  
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This poem is remarkably similar to Swinburne’s development of this analogy. Once 

again, while Swinburne likely never read Crashaw in his lifetime, they both had Catholic roots; 

Swinburne may have read the original Latin that Crashaw was translating in his Divine 

Epigrams. In Swinburne’s version, he also has elements which paints the church as a serial killer 

wearing the skin of Jesus:  

Thy nakedness enrobes thy spouse 

With the soft sanguine stuff she wears 

Whose old limbs use for ointment yet 

Thine agony and bloody sweat. (ln 57-60) 

Like Crashaw’s writing about the “richly clad” anonymous “they,” who take from Jesus’ “purple 

wardrobe,” Swinburne artfully contrasts the poverty of Jesus with the wealth of the church. Even 

in the beginning of the line, the juxtaposition of the word “nakedness” with “enrobes” gives an 

interesting feel. Nakedness reveals the barrenness of Christ, as well as the lifestyle of his poor 

followers, while “enrobes” has a sense of luxury.125 Swinburne highlights the expensiveness of 

Christ’s body by describing it as “soft sanguine stuff” (ln 58). Like Crashaw’s mention of the 

Christians’ “purple wardrobe,” Swinburne’s words evoke double-meanings. On one hand, the 

phrase indicates a kind of extravagance, while at the same time, if taken literally, is completely 

horrific. The softness is a reminder that the fabric is actually flesh; “sanguine” is a reminder of 

the blood that Christ shed. The word “stuff” is also an interesting choice; it denotes a sense of 

ambiguity. Like the porous Christ that Crashaw reveled in, “stuff” creates a sense of vagueness 

and conveys the ill-defined boundaries between the Church and Christ. But ultimately, the 

                                                
125 Likewise, “Nakedness,” by itself, is abstract. How can nakedness be worn? As a result, there is an interplay 

between the physicality of Christ’s body and the spiritual, immaterial concepts. 
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church comes out wearing Christ like a rich woman wears a fur with the animal’s head still 

intact. The slain Christ is all too prominently displayed; in the end, the results are macabre.  

 The subsequent two lines yield a similar effect. As the lines progress, the character of the 

church becomes more fully fleshed out as a sadistic being. Very much like Swinburne’s 

“Locusta,” who was depicted as a haggard witch, the church is not painted as a young, beautiful 

bride of Christ. Instead, the church is like the Evil Queen from Snow White or the infamous 

Countess Elizabeth Bathory, who allegedly bathed in the blood of virgins in attempt to reverse 

the effects of her aging. The church is depicted as a cruel, murderous aging beauty who uses the 

blood of the innocent to rejuvenate her power. This connotation is emphasized at the end of the 

stanza, where Swinburne highlights the suffering that generated the church’s “ointment” with the 

words “agony and bloody sweat” (ln 60). Like the earlier line about wearing Christ’s nakedness, 

the church uses a mixture of abstract and physical substances in order to sustain itself.126 The 

analogy is also odd, in a way, as the church is also commonly referred to as the body of Christ. 

In this way, Swinburne captures the cannibalistic quality of the privileged church members 

preying on the less fortunate believers. As the unfortunate workers embody the suffering Christ, 

the predatory religious authorities profit from Christ himself as well as the people who follow 

him.  

Later on towards the end of the poem, Swinburne returns to this analogy when he writes,  

So when our souls look back to thee 

They sicken, seeing against thy side,  

Too foul to speak of or to see, 

                                                
126 The “bloody sweat,” in particular, is a reference to Jesus’ condition of hemosiderosis, or sweating blood, in the 

Garden of Gethsemane before being betrayed by Judas. In this scene, Jesus prays for God to “take this cup from me” 

(Mark 14:36). However, God does not acquiesce to Jesus’ request. In this way, Swinburne may be implying that 

God is not listening to the prayers of the church parishioners who are longing for relief from their suffering.   
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The leprous likeness of a bride, 

Whose kissing lips through his lips grown 

Leave their God rotten to the bone. (ln 175-180)  

This verse also recalls Donne’s “Show me dear Christ” and resembles Swinburne’s later poem 

“Locusta.” Here, Swinburne uses leprosy as way of showing the church’s contagious monstrosity 

as well as her state of abjection. Leprosy in the Bible was a sign of uncleanliness; before, in the 

Old Testament, people who were deemed unclean were exiled from society and unable to 

participate in religious activities. The fact that this leprous woman is intimately placed beside 

Christ is appalling. The closeness of her proximity is evident in Swinburne’s phrase “against thy 

side”; the church and Christ are pressed together. The word “against” also indicates that, in spite 

of appearances, there may be an antagonistic relationship between the two or that ultimately, 

they have different agendas. Overall, the use of disease and its potential for spreading is clear 

through the second line of the verse, where even bystanders “sicken” from looking upon the 

image of Christ and the church side by side. The word “likeness” also casts the church in an 

unfavorable light, as it indicates how it may be a false imitation of the real thing. According to 

the Oxford English Dictionary, the first definition also shows how the term suggests a sense of 

deceptiveness as it can mean a guise or a semblance. In the same way that Donne questioned the 

legitimacy of the church by asking who was Christ’s spouse, Swinburne interweaves identical 

concepts in his poem. If this church is merely a fake bride, where is the real one? Is there even 

one at all? The church’s sexuality is also emphasized at the end of the stanza when Swinburne 

writes about her “kissing lips” (ln 179). While “Before a Crucifix” is less explicit than 

“Locusta,” Swinburne foreshadows how he later intermixes the character traits of the whore of 

Babylon and the bride of Christ. Scholars have also noted how Christ’s rottenness is possibly 
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emblematic of the symptoms of syphilis. In this way, Swinburne’s bride of Christ is disease-

ridden and highly contagious. 

Immediately after this stanza, Swinburne uses the analogy of eating to conclude his 

overall message; this theme is used to invoke a sense of disgust in the reader and comment on the 

opportunistic nature of the church.127 In the earlier passage I discussed, the poet also asks the 

question: “Hast thou fed full men’s starved-out souls?” (ln 39). The first sentence interestingly 

juxtaposes the concepts of fullness and starvation. In the mention of feeding, Swinburne possibly 

refers to Jesus’ miracle of feeding the four thousand. Christ also referred to himself as the “bread 

of life.”128 In this passage, Christ asserts that “He who comes to me will never go hungry” (John 

6:35). By mentioning “full men” in comparison to the gaunt, unhealthy bodies of the deprived 

believers, Swinburne calls attention to the unequal and parasitic nature of the church. While 

physically full, the souls of these men are clearly “starved-out,” which is ironic, considering that 

they are the ones who are preaching to the laypeople. The bloodsucking priests are in full effect 

towards the poem’s conclusion, where Swinburne writes,  

The lips of priests that pray and feed 

While their own hell’s worm curls and licks  

The poison of the crucifix. (ln 184-186)  

                                                
127 This preoccupation with mouths also appears hidden throughout the poem. For instance, Swinburne describes 

Jesus’ injuries as “wide-mouthed wounds” (ln 104). This word choice is interesting as it is reminiscent of Crashaw’s 

poem “On the wounds of our crucified Lord” which also describe the cuts as eyes or mouths. Also, when describing 

the crown of thorns, Swinburne calls them, “The toothed thorns that bit thy brows” (ln 55). Here, even inanimate 

objects treat Jesus like a meal. These lines highlight how Jesus’ body is a kind of food.  
128 This passage is incredibly significant, as it foreshadows the eventual adoption of the ritual of communion. Jesus 

elaborates on it in great detail: “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in 
you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life . . . For my flesh is real food and my blood is real 

drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and 

I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me.” (John 6:53-58). These verses, 

which may appear cannibalistic to some readers, basically take consumption as the ultimate act of acceptance. The 

act of eating creates a sense of oneness between Jesus and his followers, one that is reflected and parodied in 

“Before a Crucifix.”  
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In this passage, the lips of the priests appear disembodied. The transition between lips and “hell’s 

worm” is also odd. The reference to worms recalls Jesus’ description of hell where “the worms 

that eat them do not die” (Mark 9:48)129. The worm also appears phallic; the disturbing 

sensuousness is emphasized as Swinburne uses the verb “licks.” While he may have chosen the 

word to rhyme with “crucifix,” “licks” conveys the uncomfortable intimacy between the two 

parties. The overlap of hell imagery then places Jesus as the one experiencing hell, as the worm-

like priests basically devour him alive. Here, Swinburne greatly plays on early modern writers’ 

portrayal of sucking on Christ’s wounds. However, unlike Richard Crashaw’s “Blessed be the 

paps which Thou hast sucked,” the act of living off of their host leaves a terrifying effect on the 

reader.  

 Swinburne uses a variety of strategies to invoke disgust in his audience. The church of 

Christ becomes a crone while rabid priests eat away at Jesus’ broken body; the church is more 

like a house of horrors than a house of God. In spite of Swinburne’s numerous criticisms of the 

church, many of Swinburne’s tactics were not far removed from those used in the early modern 

poems of John Donne and Richard Crashaw. As a result, regardless of some opposing 

viewpoints, the three poets appear as strange bedfellows, tenuously linked yet still crucially 

interconnected.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
129 This verse is actually from Isaiah 66:24. 
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CHAPTER 4: FIERCE WOMEN: ANIMALITY AND FEMININE POWER IN H. RIDER 

HAGGARD’S AYESHA SERIES 

The novel She was published towards the end of the nineteenth-century. In fact, it was 

published the year of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee and fifteen years after the arrival of 

Darwin’s The Descent of Man; by this time, the theory of evolution had made its splash, and 

officially lodged itself into the Victorian state of mind. In some ways, the chronicles of She are 

reminiscent of a very different text considered in Chapter 1: Tennyson’s The Princess. Like 

Tennyson’s work, Haggard makes reference to scientific theory while he contemplates the threat 

of a royal female power.  

The benefits and blessings of male kinship are central in many of his adventure novels; 

for some critics, Haggard does not leave much room for progressive views on authoritative 

women. While Haggard is traditionally considered a very masculine author (a male writer 

writing for a primarily male audience,) many of his stories still feature strong women. I argue 

that if one considers the entirety of the Ayesha series, Haggard demonstrates a nuanced 

perception of female authority. Because the Ayesha books were written over the span of almost 

forty years, the novels each display a progression: as readers, we witness Haggard negotiating 

with social shifts regarding gender norms.  

In particular, the novels reveal how the African landscape, due to Darwin’s propagation 

of the Out of Africa theory, led to an increasingly animalized conception of the continent. In 

many ways, the novels set in Africa survey the horrors surrounding the possibility of humans 

having animal origins. In name and behavior, the people who are exposed to the African 

landscape have blurred identities, and swiftly shift between the human and inhuman at the same 
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time.130 The third book in the series, She and Allan, unfortunately perpetuates Victorian 

stereotypes with regard to race and displays the intellectual aftermath of Darwin’s theory. With 

Darwinian science as a basis, nineteenth-century British society considered some African tribes, 

whose members were physically smaller than their Western counterparts, the so-called “missing 

links” between modern humans and apes. These ideas are espoused by a number of characters in 

the novel, including She herself, who frequently refers to the Khoisan man Hans as a monkey. 

While Hans is no villain, the regularity of the epithet’s use reveals how racist terminology 

emerged from evolutionary theory.  

With regard to Ayesha herself, while she appears as a typical femme fatale in the earlier 

books, the final installment, Wisdom’s Daughter, is a revolutionary narrative that tells She’s 

story from her point of view. Although She tells her tale in the previous three books, Wisdom’s 

Daughter is the first time the readers receive the full story of her origin. Haggard begins the tale 

with a spat between two goddesses: Aphrodite and Isis. The tug between these two deities 

represents the internal conflict experienced by She. Torn between a desire for spiritual pursuits, 

but still longing for earthly love, Ayesha is ultimately unable to reconcile the opposing forces.  

Likewise, in exploring her physical and emotional vulnerabilities, Haggard radically 

places the readers into her shoes: we experience the threat of sexual violence, loneliness, 

unfulfilled longings, temptations, and the realities of an aging body. Published merely two years 

before Haggard’s death, Wisdom’s Daughter provides She with a much-needed touch of 

humanity. Instead of being a demonic, bestial other, the readers experience the conflicted 

                                                
130 Haggard’s sequel Ayesha, the Return of She is set in Tibet. What is interesting is that many of the animal 

references are completely absent from this novel. As a result, I theorize that Haggard, and the Victorian imagination, 

specifically locate Africa as a site of blurred boundaries between the human and the animal. This mentality and 

theme is distinctly absent from Ayesha.  
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emotions of a woman. Wisdom’s Daughter even has a moment of female kinship, where Ayesha 

allies with another queen to annihilate a repulsive, male foe. While their victory is pyrrhic, this 

short-lived alliance was a unique diversion from Haggard’s normal formula: two men bonding 

together amidst adversaries and hardships. This sisterhood validates the importance of women 

uniting in order to defeat evil men.131 Then, even when her fated lover Kallikrates enters the 

picture, he cannot eclipse the wonderful fullness of her character; as some women are relegated 

to the role of a love interest, Kallikrates himself appears empty and uninteresting in comparison 

to She. Ayesha, and thereby a powerful woman, is always central and the driving force of this 

narrative. Even as Haggard reveals She’s human side, he never strips her of her power; while her 

story is tragic (she labels herself as “fallen,”) the true tragedy is her inability to find an equal 

partner. As a result, Haggard’s Ayesha series as a whole illustrates a fascinating shift in 

perspectives regarding powerful female characters.  

Snakes on a Plain: The Animal Kingdom of She 

To begin this discussion, it is important to consider past research regarding how science 

affected Haggard’s literature. In comparison to Tennyson, criticism on H. Rider Haggard and 

scientific studies is on the whole sparser. Through his correspondence and reading habits, 

Haggard does not appear to have had a great interest in scientific theory. Recently, however, 

more scholars have made connections between Haggard’s texts and the theory of evolution. For 

instance, two recent publications on the topic include “Ustane’s Evolution Versus Ayesha’s 

Immortality” (2014) by Mark Doyle and “Egyptology and Darwinian Evolution in Conan Doyle 

and H. Rider Haggard: The Scientific Imagination” (2017) by Kate Holterhoff. Scholars have 

also observed Haggard’s detailed depictions of plant life in his works and how they may have 

                                                
131 Although Haggard does not mention Judith, the episode is highly reminiscent of the apocryphal Biblical story. 
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been influenced by scientific thought. While many works in Haggard’s long canon have 

additional connections to science and The Origin of Species, She, in particular, has a number of 

deliberate references to evolutionary theory.132   

Very early on in the story, Holly establishes his own ugliness and lack of success in 

building relationships with the opposite gender by describing an early encounter with a woman: 

“Only a week before I had heard one call me a “monster” when she thought I was out of  

hearing, and say that I had converted her to the monkey theory” (7). While in Holly’s narration, 

he frames this encounter as a testimony of his own unattractiveness. However, on the same page, 

in reference to his adopted son Leo, he states, “When he was about fifteen they used to call him 

Beauty about the College, and me they nicknamed the Beast. Beauty and the Beast was what 

they called us when we went out walking together, as we used to do every day (7). Although the 

term “beast” may simply be in reference to the French fairy tale, mention of evolution and his 

own nickname “beast” colors the protagonist as an animal-like hybrid. Like the transformed 

Acteon in Ovid, who is sound of mind but a stag on the outside, Holly attests that in spite of his 

outward appearance, he has “considerable intellectual powers” (7). Consequently, like the 

transformed Acteon, Holly’s bestial appearance prevents him from participating in normal 

society.133  

 Aside from Holly’s own description of himself, the theme of blurring boundaries between 

the animal and human appears later in the plot as well. After Holly and Leo meet Ayesha, there 

are multiple discussions related to this topic. First, the concept emerges when Ayesha disparages 

                                                
132 Holterhoff’s article focuses on Haggard’s novels with a connection to Egyptology. She considered Cleopatra 

(1889), Morning Star (1910), The World’s Desire (1890), The Ancient Allan (1920), and Wisdom’s Daughter (1923) 

in her analysis. She also takes all of the Ayesha novels into account (326). Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885) 

also has allusions to evolution as well.   
133 Nevertheless, like Petrarch’s poet figure, for the sake of the story, Holly is never rendered silent.     
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the Amahagger people and equates them with animals. In her conversation with Holly, She says, 

“why, I say, oh stranger, dost thou think that I herd here with barbarians lower than the beasts?” 

(101) What is notable about the sentence is that although her statement mirrors racist ideology 

from British imperialist thought, she uses the verb “herd” to describe living amongst the 

Amahagger people.134 “Herd” is clearly is a term used exclusively for animals, and is only used 

contemptuously of humans; the implication, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is that 

the subject congregates or lives as beasts. Although Ayesha is characterized as intelligent and 

well-spoken, using the term “herd” also equates herself with animal-like tendencies as well. Just 

as Petrarch referred to the female object, the Diana figure, as a “wild creature,” Ayesha’s own 

words also foreshadow her later devolution into a monkey-like animal.   

 After this quote, she continues on this topic by saying, “In two thousand years these 

caves have not changed, nothing has changed but the beasts, and man, who is as the beasts” 

(102). While Ayesha could simply be referring only to the brutishness of the Amahagger people, 

there is a definitiveness in her statement that implies that she is referring to all humankind. 

Similarly, in this statement, Ayesha equates humans with animals, and likewise refers to their 

potential to change. This phrase implies an interesting conundrum: have humans changed or not? 

And if they have, they still have not progressed past “beast” status? As a result, Ayesha calls a 

number of things into question. First, through her lofty vision as an immortal being, there is no 

particular distinctiveness that sets apart humans from their animal counterparts. Secondly, 

Ayesha also hints at the changeability of both humans and animals, a concept introduced by The 

Origin of Species. At the same time, she defies Victorian conceptions of progress by implying 

                                                
134 The Amahagger tribe’s humanity, up until that point, was already frequently called into question. Their 

animality, which I will discuss later, was due to their cannibalism and non-Caucasian appearance. Holly frequently 

compares them to animals as well.  



Chen 150 

 

 

that people are still like beasts despite two thousand years of change. While these thoughts could 

be simply in reference to her narrow experience with the Amahagger, ultimately her statements 

ring louder to Haggard’s Victorian readership. The fear, beyond the dissolving boundaries 

between human and animal, is that in spite of human invention and culture, we still cannot 

escape our animal status and potential common ancestry.   

 With regard to the word “beast” itself, there are 18 mentions in Rider Haggard’s She. 

Holly also touches on this theme in Chapter 18, when Ayesha articulates her intent to kill the 

woman Ustane. The beginning of the chapter touches on She’s supernatural qualities; he 

mentions the “angelic” and “reverse of angelic” expressions on her face (133). However, as the 

conversation progresses, She accentuates his anxiety. He states,  

But her talk gave me a fresh thrill of fear; for what may not be possible to a being who, 

unconstrained by human law, is also absolutely unshackled by a moral sense of right and 

wrong, which, however partial and conventional it may be, is yet based, as our 

conscience tells us, upon the great wall of individual responsibility that marks off 

mankind from the beasts? (136)  

Consequently, Ayesha is presented from a top-down perspective. First, her outer appearance 

gives her the aura of an angel, then later something demonic. In following her down through 

this descent, Holly then finally compares her to the animals, who are unrestrained by law. 

Holly’s brief exploration into the topic reveals a great deal about nineteenth-century concerns 

about the disappearing divisions between the animal and human. First, this dialogue with 

Ayesha clearly triggers a cascade of negative emotions in Holly. What is interesting is that, 

although the supernatural is mentioned at the beginning of the passage, any thought of 

spirituality promptly leaves the conversation immediately afterwards. Instead of faith, Holly 
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is left with a discussion about humans and animals. This particular debate is emphasized as 

he specifically addresses “human” law, naming it as the distinguishing factor between 

humans and animals. What is ironic is that he calls it a “great wall of individual 

responsibility.” Although the rest of the novel clearly interrogates the stability of this divide, 

Holly characterizes the barrier as something stable. As She and the Amahagger tribe have 

suggested, however, humans and animals are honestly much closer than Holly would like. 

Perhaps he reinstates this wall as a way of compensating for the border’s obvious insecurity.      

 As Holly uses a physical border as an analogy for the divide between humans and 

animals, Haggard also hints at the interconnectedness of the “beastly” landscape and the 

beast-likeness of its residents. The term “beastly,” in describing the landscape, appears five 

times in the story, and always through the voice of their servant Job. Although Job 

commonly uses the term as an expletive of sorts, the term overlaps with the novel’s concern 

about animality and the perceived contagiousness of it. Of the five times, Job interestingly 

enough uses “beastly” to describe the place twice, the caves twice, and the tombs once. As a 

result, he only seems to use the term in reference to specific locations. What exactly makes 

the place “beastly”? And what is its connection with the beast-like behavior of the people?     

In particular, both She, the Amahagger people, and the land are commonly associated 

with snake-like characteristics. However, readers first encounter the image of snakes in 

reference to the terrain. Before we meet She, the theme (and problem) of snakes first emerges 

when Leo and Holly are preparing for their journey. Leo, reporting what he has learned about 

the landscape says: “the country is all swamp behind, and full of snakes, especially pythons, 
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and game” (36).135 The clarification of pythons emphasizes that these serpents are more than 

just tiny garden snakes: they are large and extremely deadly. The mention of game 

afterwards also hints at Leo and Holly’s penchant for hunting, a theme that emerges in the 

next two chapters.136   

 Overall, the sentence itself suggests a number of possible interpretations. Once again, 

while it is not obvious how Ayesha and the Amahagger people developed snake-like attributes, 

Leo’s report (in conjunction with our later knowledge of the tribe) implies that the landscape 

itself has imposed itself onto the people.137 The Amahagger people, living in a land “full of 

snakes,” has adopted snake-like tendencies themselves. Or, it is possible that aside from the 

seclusion of the area, Ayesha’s already present snake-like qualities manipulated her into 

choosing a location that mirrored her own deadly attributes. One last alternative reading is that 

Haggard is aware of the concept of priming: with Holly and Leo bracing themselves mentally for 

the assaulting natural elements, they interpret the Amahagger people and their queen through the 

lens of this early mention. One way or the other, the qualities of Ayesha, and/or the landscape 

seem to have a pulsating quality that envelops the people around them. A serpent-like Ayesha, or 

landscape produces snake-like people. As in Ovid’s myth of Acteon, monstrosity seems 

contagious.  

 This snake-likeness can be seen when first meeting the chief elder Billali. While Billali is 

a literal father-figure to the outsider characters and within his society, he also has snake-like 

attributes. Holly records: “He was a wonderful-looking old man, with a snowy beard, so long 

                                                
135 This detail about the land also becomes a plot point in Chapter 10, as Billali’s litter overturns when one of the 
men becomes paralyzed by a snake-bite. The paralysis of this man, as a symptom of the bite, is also reminiscent of 

being turned into stone by Medusa’s gaze.   
136 This mention also may bring out the applicability of the later Acteon reference.  
137 This reading is also congruent with Haggard’s other works. In King Solomon’s Mines, the landscape is feminized 

as the mountain range is called “Sheba’s Breasts.” In She, the danger of the landscape parallels the deadliness and 

snake-likeness of the queen herself.   
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that it hung over the sides of the litter, and he had a hooked nose, above which flashed out a pair 

of eyes as keen as a snake’s” (55).138 As a result, even as Billali is a crucial figure who assists 

Holly and Leo in their journey, he still is described with snake-like characteristics.  

 The next mention of the word “snake” is when the men are about to be executed by hot-

potting. Holly writes:  

I noticed, with horror and a rising of the hair, that the woman next to Mahomed 

began to fondle him, patting his cheeks and calling him by names of endearment 

while her fierce eyes played up and down his trembling form. I do not know why 

the sight frightened me so, but it did frighten us all dreadfully, especially Leo. 

The caressing was so snake-like, and so evidently a part of some ghastly formula 

that had to be gone through. I saw Mahomed turn white under his brown skin, 

sickly white with fear” (68).        

Here, the term “snake-like” is associated with seductive and deceiving qualities.139 The snake-

like behavior of the women likewise inspires fear in her victims. The contrast between the 

apparent conduct and actual intention of the woman are visible through the first line. Holly also 

emphasizes the “inside vs. outside” quality of the woman due to the progression of the 

description. At first, he notices her soft and tender treatment of Mahomed; however, at the latter 

half of the sentence, her true intentions are revealed through her “fierce eyes,” which once again, 

                                                
138 Later on, in chapter 12, when the men finally meet She, Billali is described as “writhing along on his stomach 

like a snake” (95). 
139 This portrayal is reminiscent of early modern depictions of the female gender; in the sixteenth century, writers 

frequently associated women with Eve and the snake in the Garden of Eden. Women were said to be beautiful on the 

outside, but immoral and degraded internally. This interpretation is furthered in the footnote where Holly states “We 

afterwards learnt that its object was to pretend to the victim that he was the object of love and admiration . . .” to 

“cause him to expire in a happy and contented frame of mind” (68).   
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hint at an element of wildness and beast-like tendencies in the woman. The emphasis on her 

“fierce eyes” also, in a way, connects her with Medusa, whose gaze was fatal to men.  

 Additionally, the term “played” captures the relationship between prey and predator. The 

term also gives a sense of the woman’s power and perhaps a sense of masochism, as if there is an 

element of enjoyment or pleasure in preparing the men for slaughter.140 The men’s emotional 

response is clearly one of fear. As Holly observes Mohamed turn white, there is also a sense of 

physical transformation in the men: like Medusa transforming men into stone through her gaze, 

the men are petrified by this woman.     

 The snake-like description of the people returns once the men try to escape. Detailing the 

fight, Holly states how the Amahagger men “twisted and writhed like snakes, and clawed and 

battered at [him]” (71). With focus on the snake simile and clawing (which snakes clearly cannot 

do), the Amahagger men also appear to be a type of composite monster, like the chimera. In 

addition to these animal terms, Holly also refers to the men as “swarthy demons,” once again 

dehumanizing the Amahagger people, this time, as some kind of inhuman otherworldly creature. 

Holly’s description of Leo’s fight with the Amahaggers has a similar quality. Instead of snakes, 

however, Holly describes the Amahagger people fighting Leo as “wolves pull down a stag” (71).  

 This phenomenon, once again, is not exclusive to aggressive or antagonistic Amahagger 

people. For example, although the woman Ustane is friendly to the white guests, she also does 

not escape the zoomorphication. Even when spun in a positive manner, she is compared to a 

bulldog and “like a creeper to a tree” for clinging protectively to Leo in the fight (71). Overall, 

all Amahagger people do not escape Holly’s zoomorphizing narrative. Once again, there are a 

                                                
140 Other meanings of the verb “play” include an emphasis in movement and skill, focusing on the woman’s ability 

to seduce her prey. Also, the word “play” is also a term for boiling or bubbling like a liquid, possibly foreshadowing 

the hot pot execution planned for the men.  
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number of possible interpretations about the narration: First, if taken accurately, the Amahagger 

people are indeed more animalistic than their Western counterparts. Secondly, there is a 

possibility that Haggard is merely drawing attention to Holly’s viewpoint and how he sees the 

people as more like animals. Last, but not least, Haggard could be drawing attention to how 

being in Africa shapes Holly’s overall mindset. Although he has not been in Africa for very long, 

the landscape and culture have affected how he interprets the world. For instance, Billali 

affectionately calls Holly a baboon, Leo a lion, and Job a pig; She herself mentioned that this 

was part of the tendencies of the Amahagger culture. As a result, it is possible that Holly’s 

environment is shaping his perception of the world, especially as this language is largely absent 

from describing his life in England.  

 The intermingling of Holly’s perspective and the truth becomes evident during the 

festivities in Chapter 19. Holly writes:  

I thought that the entertainment was now over, and, feeling rather queer, was about to 

ask She if we could rise, when suddenly what at first I took to be a baboon came hopping 

round the fire, and was instantly met upon the other side by a lion, or rather a human 

being dressed in a lion’s skin. Then came a goat, then a man wrapped in an ox’s hide, 

with the horns wobbling about in a ludicrous way. After him followed a blesbok, then an 

impala, then a koodoo, then more goats, and many other animals, including a girl sewn 

up in the shining scaly hide of a boa-constrictor, several yards of which trailed along the 

ground behind her. When all the beasts had collected they began to dance about in a 

lumbering, unnatural fashion, and to imitate the sounds produced by the respective 

animals they represented, till the whole air was alive with roars and bleating and the 

hissing of snakes (147).  
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Holly’s shifting perspective is apparent as he describes what he sees, and then corrects 

himself as the animal-people become clearer to his vision. Holly conveys his changing 

interpretation through his language, at first seeing “what I at first took to be a baboon” which 

signals to the reader that his initial perception is incorrect. The same thing occurs later on in 

the sentence, in which he says he sees a lion, where he immediately corrects himself and 

states that it is actually a “human being dressed in a lion’s skin.” However, the confusion 

about Holly’s vision is emphasized in the text as he relates this experience. Although the 

reader, and Holly, are eventually aware that it is a troop of humans dressed up as animals, 

Holly’s narration alternates in how he relates this information. In the next sentence he says, 

“then came a goat, then a man wrapped in an ox’s hide” (147). As the reader reads between 

the lines, he/she can assume that Holly is simply referring to the human procession. 

Nevertheless, at this point, Holly neglects to distinguish them as human at all, and simply 

names them by their costume. Likewise, as a real live goat was used for a sacrifice earlier, it 

would not be totally ludicrous to also assume that the dance was a combination of animal and 

human participants. Is the goat a real goat, or a human dressed in goat’s clothing? As Holly 

lists all the human/animal participants, the human aspect of these dancers eventually fades 

away. Listing a blesbok, impala, koodoo, and more goats, it is only until the girl in a boa-

constrictor skin appears that he returns to mention the dancer’s humanity. Eventually, their 

humanness is completely abandoned in the narration when he simply refers to them as 

“beasts.” Holly’s emotional reaction to the scene is evident as he writes about them dancing 

in an “unnatural fashion” (147). For him, the Amahagger race represents loosening 

boundaries between the human and the animal, thus making them appear monstrous, alien, 

and very disconcerting.       
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 Haggard’s characterization of both She and the Amahagger people as more animalistic is 

part of Victorian stereotypes of African tribes. The overlap between scientific discoveries and 

imperial contact with Africa had loaded suggestions which dismantled preconceived notions 

about human history. With the Amahagger people being depicted as beast-like, they introduce 

the disturbing notion that like animals, humans are not excluded from the evolutionary process. 

Instead of distancing themselves from their animal ancestors, the Amahagger people celebrate 

the connection. Likewise, because their culture embraces their animal roots, Holly views them as 

monstrous and barbaric.  

Beasts and Beauties: Animality in She  

  Over the course of the novel, She herself exhibits similar animalistic and barbaric 

tendencies. Like Petrarch’s “wild creature,” Ayesha displays violent and bestial characteristics. 

In many different respects, Ayesha’s allusion to Acteon in Chapter 13 is resonant throughout the 

entire novel. She primarily uses the reference in order to warn Holly of her devastating beauty; in 

this way, She’s use of the story mirrors the erotic elements of early modern retellings. The myth 

is effective in conveying the drastic power differential between Ayesha and the men. As a result, 

the entire novel explores the connection between female authority and the disrupted boundary 

between the animal and the human. The threat of female power is evidentially tied to 

evolutionary and historical regression.   

With regard to the problem of female rulership, the fear of capital punishment is 

established early on in the story in Chapter 7 when the men first learn about “She-who-must-be-

obeyed,” or She for short; her authority is underwritten in her name. In this passage, they learn 

that she orders “the execution of any unfortunate stranger in a fashion so unmerciful” (60). In a 

similar light, in Holly’s narration, he writes that “to question her command was instant death. 
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She kept a guard, but had no regular army, and to disobey her was to die” (63). Like the Queen 

of Hearts, and perhaps Queen Elizabeth herself, Ayesha was depicted as a ruthless queen who 

did not hesitate to execute her subjects. This proclivity for violence, and the possible 

transformative quality emanating from her power becomes clear when Holly finally meets 

Ayesha in Chapter 12. Here, Holly is commanded to crawl on his stomach before the Queen.  

The interconnectedness of regression and subservience to a female ruler is evident in a 

number of quotations in the passage. Comparing himself and Billali to “Mary Queen of Scots 

going to execution in a play,” Holly relates Ayesha’s commands to the oppressiveness of Queen 

Elizabeth’s reign (95). The indirect reference to the Virgin Queen is relevant, especially in 

connection to Haggard’s characterization of Ayesha. Although She reveals that she is also a 

virgin, faithfully waiting for the reincarnation of her lover Kallikrates (perhaps an ideal trait in 

Victorian women), she is also simultaneously hybrid, violent, and a relic of the past. Like the 

Queen of Hearts, Ayesha’s savagery and penchant for executions are keenly related to British 

history. As a result, Holly’s comment associates his subservient crawling with regression on a 

historical level.    

 Likewise, Holly suggests that his subservience triggers an evolutionary regression. In his 

personal recollections, Holly talks about the indignity of the situation: “It is so absurd to advance 

into the presence of savage royalty after the fashion of an Irishman driving a pig to market” (95). 

This statement emphasizes the degrading and dehumanizing aspect of the situation. Although 

Holly compares his activity to something common and perhaps deceivingly ordinary, the 

comment also communicates extra layers of meaning. The pig analogy, aside from animalizing 

the men, also presents the threat of impending death and a sense of commodification. These two 

additional meanings are significant as they highlight Ayesha’s violence and how Ayesha’s 
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adoration of Leo, in a way, turns him into a piece of meat. Likewise, as Gerald Monsman has 

noted in his book chapter “Romances of the Lakes Region: Tales of Terror and the Occult,” the 

mention of pigs connects Ayesha with Circe, another powerful female magician that was known 

for transforming men into beasts.  

 Earlier on in the same passage, Holly also makes another statement that links together 

subservience to a female ruler and devolution. He says, “I asked myself, should I creep into the 

presence of some savage woman as though I were a monkey in fact as well as in name?” (95). 

This comment performs a number of functions. First of all, it draws the reader’s attention back to 

his comment about the “monkey theory” early on in the novel. It is interesting to see Holly 

negotiate with the implications of Billali’s nickname for him as well as the need to submit 

himself before a female authority figure. While it appears that he does not have a strongly 

negative reaction to Billali’s pet name, Holly specifically implies how submission to a female 

power has transformative properties: crawling before the queen makes him more a monkey than 

any title. As a result, language itself is not a threat; it is the act of submission that, in his eyes, is 

backwards, demeaning, and strips him of his humanity. Secondly, the mention of “monkey” also 

foreshadows Ayesha’s transformation into a monkey-figure at the end of the novel. Thinking 

about this quote in conjunction with the ending reveals how Haggard reversed the Acteon story; 

in the end, Ayesha’s non-normativity is revealed when she steps into the fire. Haggard depicts 

her as a woman who transcended the normal restrictions of time and Western logic; she also 

appears to represent a supernatural power, superhuman, yet bestial at the same time. The fire’s 

apparent cleansing properties reveal Ayesha for what she really is: an animal.  

Ayesha’s animality can be seen throughout the novel as Holly frequently compares She 

to a snake. Even as the men escape from being hot potted by the snake-like Amahagger people, 
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they appear to jump out of the frying pan and into the fire; She appears to be the deadliest and 

most beast-like of them all. In particular, Haggard emphasizes her snake-like characteristics as 

Holly takes note of her “snake-like” and “serpent-like grace” when he finally sees her (96 and 

105). 141 Living outside the bounds of Western civilization, She embodies the snake-like 

characteristics of both the African landscape and her people.  

Even more specifically, in Chapter 17 Holly writes: “And without more ado she stood up 

and shook the white wrappings from her, and came forth shining and splendid like some 

glittering snake when she has cast her slough; ay, and fixed her wonderful eyes upon me—more 

deadly than any Basilisk’s—and pierced me through and through with their beauty” (127). In this 

passage, She seems like a literal snake as she “sheds” her outer garments. With this analogy, 

there is a positive theme of renewal and growth; however, this is counterbalanced with the latter 

half of the sentence, where Holly compares her eyes to a Basilisk’s. By equating her with a 

legendary beast, Holly accentuates a triumvirate of her qualities: her supernatural nature, her 

beastlike tendencies, as well as the potential deadliness of interacting/associating with her. 

Although she is not directly related to Medusa by name, there are clearly similarities between 

She and the Greek monster. Here, She also appears like the traditional femme fatale. By 

interweaving aspects of the femme fatale with her serpent-like characteristics, She is additionally 

an interesting fusion between traditional depictions of Eve and the serpent in the Garden of Eden. 

As a result, the single line invokes interlocking allusions to both Hebrew and Greco-Roman 

mythology.142 As a snake-woman, She also is reminiscent of other memorable literary snake-

                                                
141 Her movement is likewise described as snake-like in Chapter 18 and 20 (139 and 153). Ayesha’s movement is 

generally associated with snakes the most. However, in chapter 17, her voice is also described as sounding like “the 

hiss of a snake.” Overall, Ayesha shares numerous similarities with snakes, both in her behavior, voice, and actual 

appearance.  
142 In consideration of Ayesha’s origins, the mention of the Basilisk is effective, as her powerful and ancient 

qualities are also highlighted. 
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women hybrids. Early modern examples include Error from Spenser’s The Faerie Queene and 

Sin from Milton’s Paradise Lost. In these two examples, the snake-women are clearly described 

as evil, depraved monsters in need of being slain. However, closer to She’s conception, Keat’s 

“Lamia” provides a slightly different depiction of a snake-woman. Lamia is more human and 

less monstrous than her earlier counterparts. Consequently, She is a fusion of old traditions 

connecting women with snakes; at times she appears to be a sympathetic character, yet other 

times she is also described as a destructive, sublime force that borders on evil.  

Ayesha’s predatory nature is also captured through the snake comparison. This hybridity 

in her behavior parallels the seductive Amahagger woman in the hot pot scene in Chapter 8. 

Specifically, in Chapter 25, towards the end of the novel, Holly describes Leo as being 

“fascinated against his better judgment, something as a bird is fascinated by a snake” (187). In 

this moment, Ayesha once again reflects the behavior of the Amahagger woman in which her 

actions are marked as snake-like for their seductive and deceiving qualities. Apparently endowed 

with a snake’s hypnotic abilities, Ayesha’s power is apparent as she acts as a hunter before her 

prey. The analogy simultaneously emphasizes, in turn, the men’s powerlessness before her. Like 

the analogies beforehand (Mary Queen of Scots, market pigs, monkeys, and now birds,) 

Ayesha’s power is so great that it is transformative and reductive, turning back time and reducing 

the men to their earlier, ancestral and animal selves.  

This rewinding of time also occurs in the final scene where Ayesha turns into a monkey. 

Before the final transformation, Ayesha prepares herself by disrobing. Holly describes the 

scenario by saying: “There she stood before us as Eve might have stood before Adam, clad in 

nothing but her abundant locks” (192). Here, Haggard invokes the story of Genesis in order to 

signal an ironic contradiction: the beginning of the end. By removing all of her clothes, Ayesha 
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enacts a return to time before the Fall of Man, where humans were unaware and unashamed of 

their nakedness. However, this spiritual reference is intertwined with the concept of evolution 

and devolution by the end of the chapter. Even before Holly presents his own description of the 

transformation, he includes Job’s words to color the reader’s interpretation of the scene: “she’s 

shrivelling up! She’s turning into a monkey!” (193).143 Within this short passage, Ayesha is tied 

to the animal kingdom numerous times (her hand is described as turning into a claw; she is also 

repeatedly compared to both a tortoise and a monkey). As a result, Ayesha’s devolution is more 

than just a reversal of time and rapid aging; it is the less romantic return to the origin. Instead of 

the beautiful Eve in the idyllic Garden of Eden, we receive an unsightly origin story where the 

beginning is simply shapeless, undefined, and bestial.   

This transformation is threatening; as Eve encouraged Adam to eat the forbidden fruit, 

Ayesha’s original intention was for Leo to receive her same immortality. Nevertheless, her plan 

backfires horrifically as the fire reduces her into something sub-human. The possibility of the 

men experiencing the same fate is physically traumatizing to their party: Job dies from fright and 

Leo’s hair turns white, aging him an additional twenty years. Even at her immolation, She’s 

death triggers an explosive reaction amongst the men who witnessed it. Ayesha’s story then 

serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of trespassing beyond acceptable, normal 

bounds.   

She is depicted as a woman who lived beyond ordinary boundaries. Ayesha is frequently 

described as half-divine, breaking the boundaries of supernatural and the mortal. Her snake-like 

characteristics make her appear half-animal as well. And last but not least, her immortality gives 

                                                
143 This description, as many other scholars have noted, is reminiscent of Gagool from King Solomon’s Mines, which 

was published a year earlier than She. In the novel, Haggard describes Gagool as “a monkey-like figure” with a 

scalp like the “hood of a cobra” (133). Ayesha, too, ends up being described as a fusion of these same two animals at 

the end of the story.   
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her an unusual relationship with time itself. Yet in spite of her greatness, she, like Icarus, flies 

too close to the sun and is punished for stepping outside the normal bounds. In her last scene, she 

is cursed by her own hybridity as her body finally expresses the contradictions enclosed in her 

very being.  

 Animal Planet: Hybrids in She’s Sequels  

 In contrast, it is interesting to note how Ayesha, The Return of She is largely absent of the 

same animal comparisons used throughout the original novel. There is only one significant 

passage that explores the uncomfortable intimacy between humans and animals. In this early 

passage, Holly and Leo are embarking on their journey into Tibet. After narrowly escaping from 

an avalanche, a yak dies, and they eat him. In this moment, Holly writes:  

Indeed, long residence among peoples who believed fully that the souls of men could pass  

into, or were risen from, the bodies of animals, had made us a little superstitious on this 

matter. It would be scarcely pleasant, we reflected, in some future incarnation, to find our 

faithful friend clad in human form and to hear him bitterly reproach us for his murder. 

Being dead, however, these arguments did not apply to eating him, as we were sure he  

would himself acknowledge. So we cut off little bits of his flesh and, rolling them in snow  

till they looked as though they were nicely floured, hunger compelling us, swallowed them  

at a gulp. It was a disgusting meal and we felt like cannibals: but what could we do? 

What is interesting about this quote is that Holly attributes his hesitancy in eating the yak to 

the belief in reincarnation instead of evolution. As stated before, Ayesha, the Return of She is 

largely absent of mentions of animal imagery. All the same, the blurred boundaries between 

humans and animals is present here. Like in Alice in Wonderland, where animals become 

personified and humans become bestial, this same occurrence is implied. The concept of 
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reincarnation allows the possibility of animals ascending into so-called human territory. This 

idea, Holly, by mentally personifying the yak, imagines his soul in a human body. We can see 

this clear picture as the yak is not an animal, but a “faithful friend.” The phrase and the novel’s 

context make the readers imagine a clothed, nineteenth-century British man. This image, 

however, disappears quickly as hunger compels the travelers to eat the yak. The next sentence 

is a noteworthy juxtaposition as appetizing and unappetizing imagery are used side by side. 

The beginning of the sentence discusses how they cut off pieces of his “flesh.” This word 

intensifies the connotation that the travelers are murdering a living being, as opposed to an 

alternative “meat,” which is more directly related to food. Regardless, this implication of 

murder vanishes towards the latter half of the sentence, where Holly writes about how the meat 

appeared “nicely floured.” Here, Haggard demonstrates the shift in perspective. In the 

aftermath, Holly still regrets the meal in his final sentence, which declares it “disgusting” and 

the men like “cannibals.” As previously mentioned, he gives the yak the dignity of a human 

being; alternatively, the human men appear to lose their humanity as they devour the poor 

beast. In this way, although animal references are not prevalent in Ayesha, the Return of She, 

Haggard still illustrates the permeability of the divide between animals and humans within this 

short passage.  

Nevertheless, with the setting returning to Africa in She and Allan, the animal imagery 

returns with much greater force as Haggard wrestles with the consequences of Darwinian 

thought. In the novel, there is much mixing between human and animal terminology. However, 

Ayesha, oddly enough, begins to the shed the references. Instead, much of the animal language 

revolves around the character of Hans, a Khoisan man. For example, when Allan enlists Hans 

to help him rescue the woman Inez from the Amahagger tribe, he writes:  
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the idea of this stealthy, midnight blow appealed irresistibly to the craft of his half-wild 

nature in which the strains of the leopard and the snake seemed to mingle with that of 

the human being. For be it remembered that notwithstanding his veneer of civilization, 

Hans was a savage whose forefathers for countless ages had preserved themselves alive 

by means of such attacks and stratagems (132). 

As stated in my first chapter, the term “half,” especially in Tennyson’s vocabulary, has a 

number of connotations. In many ways, those same meanings apply to the term here as 

well. The term “half” 1) draws attention to the hybridity of a noun 2) indicates a transition 

between two seemingly opposing sides 3) indicates a sense of incompletion. In this specific 

instance, the first two connotations are more relevant. Much like the Amahagger people, 

who were compared to a variety of animals in the first book, Hans is compared to a leopard 

and a snake. With the mixture of a leopard (a mammal) and a snake (a reptile,) Hans’ hybrid 

nature is emphasized; he, too, is like a chimera. Tying him back to even more distant 

relations on the evolutionary tree, on the whole, Allan paints Hans’ behavior as being 

controlled by an old and ancient force; like an animal, he cannot depart from the instincts 

underwritten into his DNA. Although Allan cites Hans’ forefathers rather than foremothers, 

other parts of the Ayesha series connects feminine power with regression and similar 

undeniable links to the past. 

Ayesha, herself, also takes part in using these reductive epithets in referring to Hans. 

(In the book, the characters frequently call him a “yellow monkey.”) When Allan finally talks 

with She in Chapter 12, she refers to Hans as a “wild man” and directly says he is “nearer to 

the apes from whose race our bodies come” (178). This idea is immediately repeated a few 

lines down, reemphasizing the concept. Although some nineteenth-century thinkers may have 
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used Darwin as a means of arguing for their own superiority, Haggard still draws attention to 

how the concept of evolution still applies to all humans, not just the so-called less advanced 

ones. She states, “Well, believe me, Allan, savages are often the best. Moreover, all are still 

savage at heart, even you and I. For what is termed culture is but coat upon coat of paint laid 

on to hide our native colour, and often there is poison in the paint” (179). This quote is 

incredibly apt; as mentioned before, while Darwin was used to reinforce and justify colonial 

activities, Haggard calls into question whether the nineteenth-century British citizens were 

really indeed more advanced at all. By using the same term “savage” in reference to Allan and 

herself, Haggard likewise calls the reader into the equation. She’s analogy, with culture being 

a mere thin coat of paint, highlights how all humans are intrinsically the same. Her mention of 

poison in the paint likewise calls attention to the potential toxicity of civilized society. Unlike 

a more deliberately violent weapon, the poison instead is a slow, but deadly killer, that instead 

saps strength from anything it contacts. In the same way, the veneer of society can also be an 

undetected negative force. This language attests to almost Romantic concerns and mirror 

Victorian nostalgia for the past: the desire to return to nature is largely driven by an anxiety 

about progress. Is society actually moving forward at all?  

Overall, a number of scholars have written about how Darwin’s theories inevitably led 

to a justification of racism.144 In some ways, Haggard is not completely innocent of 

perpetuating racist sentiments, especially with regard to the animality of African people. In the 

first and third books of the She series, this beast-likeness comes in full force. Feminine power 

and the degradation of men are intimately tied together. However, by the series’ conclusion, 

Haggard largely drops these animal references. While these references still appear 

                                                
144 Carole G. Silver’s chapter “Little Goblin Men: On Dwarfs and Pygmies, Racial Myths and Mythic Races” (2000) 

does a brilliant job of connecting racist discourses and tracing them in Victorian literature.   
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occasionally, the women in power are less frequently compared to animals (which is 

surprisingly, considering how the first book was inundated with phrases that compared Ayesha 

to snakes.) Instead, the men who are accused of being animals are portrayed as villains, and 

the readers who witness their doom likewise relish how the women enact their vengeance. As 

a result, the newest installment of the series significantly alters the previously established 

dynamics.    

Sympathy for Lady Vengeance: Sisterhood and Feminine Power in Wisdom’s Daughter  

 Published in 1923, Wisdom’s Daughter is, in many ways, very far removed from its early 

predecessors. I argue that the novel holds a much more nuanced interpretation of feminine 

power. While Ayesha was a mysterious jungle sorceress and queen in the previous installments, 

her role moves largely from a passive to an active figure. While she is still compelled by fate and 

the curse of two goddesses, Haggard depicts her as a much more proactive character. The 

previous Ayeshas we meet are forced into hiding; much like Tennyson’s Lady of Shalott, Ayesha 

can be read as a powerful force imprisoned in a lonely place. This new Ayesha, instead, moves 

from city to city, gaining knowledge, defying men, and laying waste to cities. When we first 

meet her, she appears as a warrior woman resisting an army of men who insist on forcing her to 

marry. Like the lady knight from Tennyson’s The Princess, Ayesha is resisting the constraints of 

society; we see the aggressors as foes.  

 In this part, she writes how she “desired to marry no man that I might become a slave, 

cooped up in a fortress to bear children that I did not desire with some jealous tyrant for their 

father. Nay, being higher-hearted than any of my time, already I sought to rule the world, and if I 

must have any lover, to choose one whom I wished, and, when I wished, to have done with him.” 

Ayesha’s words are sadly a foreshadowing of her own later captivity in Kor. While she 



Chen 168 

 

 

attempted to escape the tyranny of men, there are moments where she regrets she cannot take 

part in the usual womanly pursuits such as having friends, marrying, or bearing children. Outside 

of all normalcy, she is completely isolated.     

 Ayesha’s declaration of independence is remarkably similar to Princess Ida’s speeches in 

The Princess, where she frequently compares marriage to a kind of slavery. For instance, when 

the disguised Prince sings a love song in Princess Ida’s court, she lambasts his efforts by saying 

how, “they mind us of the time/ When we made bricks in Egypt. Knaves are men,/ That lute and 

flute fantastic tenderness, . . . And play the slave to gain the tyranny (ln 109-111, 114). The 

interesting thing is that these fictional women are largely resistant to early modern depictions of 

love, who indeed refer to love as a kind of enslavement. In Princess Ida’s case, she very 

deliberately expands on the trope by comparing the women to the ancient Hebrews.145 In this 

situation, the past is also a scary place, one that she hopes to distance herself from. The musical 

wooing of men, then, is abhorrent to her. Like Ayesha, she is knowledgeable, ambitious, and 

very compelling.  

 In spite of Ayesha’s declarations of independence, Pharaoh sends an army when she 

refuses to marry his son. In this instance, we see Ayesha as a warrior woman, actively fighting to 

keep her independence. Fighting with a javelin, Ayesha heroically resists her capture, but 

tragically loses her father in the process. Through this instance, she swears vengeance. We see 

the indignity as the people barter and bicker over her possession, as if she were an object. As a 

result, the reader sympathizes with her plight.   

  By considering the story through Ayesha’s eyes, the plot is also no longer largely driven 

by male desire or kinship. Instead, the reader receives a keen behind-the-scenes to understand the 

                                                
145 As Princess Ida is their leader, she, then, takes the part of Moses.  
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true players of the game. Ayesha relates the story of how she was visited by the goddesses Isis 

and Aphrodite. As the two bickered, they both curse Ayesha to eventually have an unfulfilled 

love towards a man. Much like Swinburne’s Aphrodite, Haggard’s depiction of the deity has her 

as a destructive goddess. Unlike the softer, gentler early modern version, Aphrodite, here, is a 

conqueror unconcerned with the casualties of her actions. Isis’ description of Aphrodite, also has 

resonances with Swinburne’s depiction of the bride of Christ, who also very distinctly shares 

attributes with the Whore of Babylon. Isis condemns Aphrodite for stealing her worshipers; 

about humanity Isis states: 

Drunken with desires they flock to thee in troops and for reward thou givest them the 

wages of their sin. Thou layest waste their homes; thou defilest their maidens, thou 

turnest men to beasts and makest a mock of them. Thy flowers fade; thy joys fill the 

mouth with ashes and those who drink of thy cup suck up poison in their souls. Thy fair 

flesh is a rottenness and thy perfumes are a stench and the incense of thine altars is the 

reek of hell (15). 

This pronouncement is loaded with insinuations. The mention of drunkenness immediately 

ties Aphrodite with the Whore of Babylon, who was drunk with the blood of the saints. Isis’ 

usage of the term “flock” is also incredibly laden with meaning. Although she uses it as a 

verb here, she is thereby implying that the people are sheep, a common metaphor used in the 

Bible. The reductive quality of Aphrodite’s power can also be seen through the accusation 

“thou turnest men to beasts.” As previously stated, this reference is even riper with 

implication as The Descent of Man had already been published and well-read at this point. 

Although Wisdom’s Daughter, not entirely set in Africa, does not have as many references to 

animals, the context of the previous three novels is more than enough for readers to 
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understand the implications. Like other powerful women, Aphrodite’s influence turns back 

time to a primordial age and reverses the effects of evolutionary progress. Comparatively, 

Aphrodite is also like Circe. In many ways, although Aphrodite has made Ayesha her enemy, 

She adopts this same power later in her life.  

 The second half of the quote also returns back to the initial references to the Whore of 

Babylon. Similar to Swinburne’s “Locusta,” Haggard equates Aphrodite with the Whore of 

Babylon’s iconic cup, which is filled with poison. Here in this passage, Haggard emphasizes 

the sense of smell as Isis condemns Aphrodite for having a “stench” that “reeks of hell.” All 

of these key words appear in “Locusta.” What is interesting is the overlap between Greco-

Roman, Egyptian, and Christian terminologies works exactly to Haggard’s design. As Allan 

Quartermain doubts in the Christian version of the afterlife, and likewise in turn, rejects 

Ayesha’s visions as falsehoods in the third novel, the intertwining of religious traditions sets 

up the final revelation that, in a way, all religions are partially true. (At the end of Wisdom’s 

Daughter, Ayesha is told that there is only a primeval good and bad force in the universe that 

encompasses all the gods and goddesses worshiped on earth. In spite of her visions of Isis 

and Aphrodite, they, too, are mere extensions of the eternal Good and Bad.)      

 In this section, Haggard also borrows from early modern associations between love and 

war. In reply to Isis’ claims, Aphrodite responds affirmatively and says, “We are at war and in 

that war I shall be conqueror, for I am eternal and all life is my slave.” Here, Aphrodite uses 

militant terms in reference to her work. Like Swinburne’s portrayal of the love goddess, 

Aphrodite adopts characteristics of Cupid and is in turn, a conqueror. Like The Faerie Queene, 

which specifically depicts Cupid wreaking havoc on people from all walks of life, Aphrodite 

declares every living being a part of her domain by saying “all life is my slave.” Her influence, 
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like early modern Cupid’s, is inescapable. Isis responds by saying “No more will I listen to thy 

falsehoods and thy blasphemies.” In many ways, this response ties together both the early 

modern and Victorian representations of monstrosity. Falsehood was also frequently associated 

with Cupid, who as scholars say, oscillated between being compared to an angel and a demon. 

Finally, the word “blasphemy” returns Aphrodite’s portrayal to Christianity’s Whore of Babylon. 

As a result, Haggard’s description of Aphrodite takes inspiration from multiple sources, and like 

Swinburne’s love goddess, takes attributes from early modern’s violent Cupid. As readers, we 

see how these female deities are the ones affecting the characters within the series, which is a 

significant departure from Haggard’s usual male-driven novels. This information is critical, as 

Wisdom’s Daughter uniquely detracts from Haggard’s previous three novels in the series; like 

Alice who gets her monstrosity from the Queen of Hearts, we see how women’s power builds 

momentum like a snowball and influences one another.    

 Another notable difference in Wisdom’s Daughter is how Ayesha is humanized 

throughout the entire book. As mentioned before, in Ayesha’s origin story, we see how men have 

thoughtlessly vied to control her. Unfortunately for Ayesha, the Pharaoh was only the beginning 

of a long list of men who attempt to take possession of her. I argue that these repeated instances 

are actually quite profound; we feel her disgust as men leer over her body as well as the alarm 

she feels when they attempt to assault her. Throughout the novel, Haggard repeatedly uses 

language like, “He looked, devouring me with his greedy eyes” in order to convey both Ayesha’s 

exposure and the loathsomeness of the men. One particular instance involves a lot of dramatic 

tension, as the king Tenes creeps upon Ayesha while she pretends to sleep. Completely 

vulnerable, the moment interestingly reverses the usual animal imagery. Ayesha describes the 

experience through these words: “He crept toward me like a wolf upon a sleeping lamb.” While 
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Ayesha is sometimes compared to predatory, carnivorous animals such as the lion, this time, she 

is the potential victim/prey. The threat of sexual violence is apparent in this moment; although 

Ayesha is actually awake and armed, she is rescued by the goddess Isis, who sends Tenes horrid 

visions to ward him away. In this situation, we not only see Ayesha’s humanity, but also an 

important central theme in Wisdom’s Daughter: women protecting women from the threat of 

men.   

 This point is all the more important when taking the previous three novels into 

perspective. In all three books, the reoccurring theme is a love triangle: Kallikrates, because of 

fate, will always choose another woman; Ayesha, then in turn, either murders him or his love 

interest out of jealousy. This setup fundamentally places women against each other as rivals. 

While the Princess Amenartas is viciously cutting, a stereotypical mean girl perhaps, there are 

other moments in Wisdom’s Daughter where Ayesha allies with a woman against a common 

enemy.  

 Ayesha’s humanity and her new-found sisterhood appear in the episode immediately after 

her run-in with Tenes. So as she prepares to play the game of thrones, she sees Tenes sacrifice 

his only son to the god Dagon/Moloch as a means of appeasing the people he rules. In this 

moment, she witnesses the horrendous crime as he essentially commits infanticide on his own 

child. Ayesha remains sympathetic, however, as she describes herself as being horrified at the 

sight, especially as she “ever loved children.” This depiction of Ayesha seems to contrast against 

the steely version of herself that she painted at the beginning of the novel. In this way, Ayesha is 

not a stereotypical hardhearted bluestocking, but still tenderhearted; her emotional reaction to the 

atrocity is exactly the same as the readers’. It is only after this tragic incident that Ayesha meets 

the poor boy’s Jewish mother, the Queen Beltis (or Elisheba). Although Haggard previously 
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referred to the Jews as fierce race, in unflattering and racist terms, the Queen Beltis is portrayed 

in a much more sympathetic way.  

 Because Tenes wished to discard his previous wife and marry Ayesha, She actually takes 

Beltis under her wing of protection. Of this incident, Ayesha writes: 

Leave me she dared not, nor would I suffer it who knew that then certainly she would be 

murdered, while with me she was safe because Tenes dared not touch one whom I 

sheltered, being afraid of me . . . For the rest she was glad to stay with me whom soon she 

learned to love, especially after she had learned how I pleaded for her son’s life. I, too, 

was glad that she should do so, both because she was a companion to my loneliness and a 

protection, since Tenes could not persecute me with his passion in her presence . . . Yet 

we were in a strange case, the queen who reigned and the queen to whom her place was 

promised, dwelling together like sisters, and both sworn to destroy him who was her 

husband and who desired to be mine.   

In this passage, we see how the two women mutually protect each other, a word that appears 

twice within the quote. While it seems counterintuitive that a disempowered queen could 

offer anything to the fiercely independent Ayesha, it turns out that Beltis’ presence prevented 

her husband from attempting to assault Ayesha. Just like Isis, Beltis serves as Ayesha’s 

protector. The fellowship of the two women is emphasized through the word “love” and 

“sisters,” which draws attention to the beneficial, but unusual kinship they shared. Last, but 

not least, what is fascinating is how the fierceness of the two women is not diluted in any 

way in the narrative. Ayesha is keenly aware how a great part of their partnership lies in their 

mutual hatred of Tenes and their desire for revenge. In this way, the two women provided for 

each other’s emotional needs and kept each other safe; they are simultaneously humanized, 



Chen 174 

 

 

yet their inner strength is neither diminished as their iron wills lead them to unite against a 

common foe. The last line highlights this contrast; while the term “sisters” may imply a kind 

of soft domesticity, Haggard quickly reminds the reader of their ultimate purpose: to destroy 

Tenes. The term “destroy” likewise gives the line extra relish, as they mercilessly seek his 

total destruction.    

 The animal imagery comes back into play when the women fulfill their plan. Beltis stabs 

Tenes in the back with a sword and gives him a final speech: “Die, hound! Die, lurking jackal 

who would have mumbled the bones of greatness left by the full-fed Persian lion. Die, 

slaughterer of the son that sprang from us, and go meet his spirit in the world below, telling him 

that Elisheba his mother, a woman of the royal house of Israel, the Queen whom you had 

rejected, sent you thither.” This quote is notable, as Elisheba’s fulfillment of her vengeance is 

accompanied by calling Tenes a hound and a jackal. He is further diminished as she describes 

him having “mumbled” the leftover bones of a lion’s kill. The word “mumble,” according to the 

OED, is an archaic term meaning “to eat slowly and ineffectually; to chew tentatively with or as 

with toothless gums.” This term is therefore significant, as Tenes is degraded in two different 

ways: he is reduced to an animal, but additionally, he is a possibly elderly, weak, and 

incompetent scavenger. Elisheba’s second quote greatly mirrors the first; she says, “Die, dog, 

die! and while your brain darkens, remember to the last that it was Elisheba, the robbed mother, 

who gave you to drink of the cup of death.” In both instances, Elisheba reinforces her name and 

identity as she gradually strips Tenes of his. He is much like Acteon who loses his name, his 

voice, and his identity; the power gradually shifts to the female character. As Elisheba was 

stripped of her Jewish heritage in name through her marriage, her act of killing him releases her 

and she reclaims what she lost. Finally, dying at the hands of a woman was considered shameful, 
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so Elisheba emphasizes her femininity rather than hiding it: his murderer is a “robbed mother.” 

Elisheba, unfortunately, after wrecking her vengeance, sees no other point of living, and dies 

before the novel’s conclusion. Nevertheless, her story and her bond with She is one of the 

unforgettable moments in the book.  

 After Elisheba’s death, Ayesha continues on with her voyage and is eventually led to 

Kor. Having lost her fierce female companion, Ayesha contemplates the loneliness of her 

situation, one that is simultaneously humanizing and also highly specific. Ayesha’s loneliness is 

tied greatly to her feelings of responsibility to her role as queen. When discussing these matters 

with the prophet Noot, she seems rueful as she envisions her fate in Kor: “I must be at once a 

high-priestess, an oracle, a general, a law-giver, a judge, an architect, a land-tiller and a queen 

beneath an alien sky; without counsel, without friends, without love, without children to tend me 

in my age or to pile the earth upon my bones.” Here, we see how her gifts are not without their 

burdens. Much like England’s queens, who were both head of the state and the church, Ayesha 

sees how her role requires her to fulfill the spiritual and practical needs of her people. Within her 

list, she begins with the spiritual roles (“high-priestess, an oracle.”) Additionally, she must be a 

general and lead her armies (much like Queen Elizabeth had to do in her Tilbury speech.146) She 

cannot avoid getting her hands dirty, and will be intimately involved with the violence of the 

Amahagger people. However, in spite of (or perhaps because of) these responsibilities, Ayesha 

sees herself as completely isolated. The “alien sky” mentioned gives Kor a sense of foreignness, 

                                                
146 Although we do not see her fight physically in all three of the earlier books, in She and Allan, she sends a 

holographic projection of herself to the battlefield. Allan describes her as holding “a little rod made of black wood 

inlaid with ivory not unlike a field marshal’s baton, or a sceptre.” This quote is significant as it is a symbol of both 
her martial power and her authority as queen combined into one. The vision of Ayesha becomes the turning point of 

the battle, as her own men are roused courageously due to her appearance. Instead of calling her the normal “She-

who-must-be-obeyed,” they instead rally to her under the name “She-who-commands.” In response to Ayesha’s 

magical projection of herself, the enemy becomes transfixed: “they appeared to become petrified and stood there 

quite still, like rabbits fascinated by a snake, until our people came up and killed them.” As a result, this instance is a 

case where Ayesha’s animality and reduction of the enemy men is very much used for good.     
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but also gives the reader the vision of a wide, empty expanse. Ayesha’s humanity becomes clear 

as she ruefully imagines being completely cut off from society. She rightfully resisted the men 

who attempted to possess her earlier in the novel; those men wished to force her into a feminine 

mold of their own design: wife and mother. Nevertheless, her new fate seems devoid of agency 

as well. In one of her previous quotes, she says, “if I must have any lover, to choose one whom I 

wished, and, when I wished, to have done with him.” As a result, agency is a key component of 

her ideal situation. Even through her choices, Ayesha is robbed of the opportunity to decide for 

herself.   

 Noot’s answer reflects the sacrifices Ayesha needs to make to maintain her power:  

it might have been more evil. You have a planning and a thoughtful mind and here you 

can shape all things afresh to your desire. You love power and here you will be absolute, 

a very queen, you who cannot brook denial. Here there will be none to say you nay. You 

hate rivals you who would rule alone. Here they will be lacking. You desire to remain 

celibate you who are wed to the spirit. Here no more kings or others will come to trouble 

you, plotting to win your beauty 

Noot tries to mention the upsides of Ayesha’s seclusion. In his eyes, it is only in Kor that 

Ayesha can rule uncontested. He appeals to her intelligence by saying that her mind would be 

free in Kor. His language choice in the second sentence is significant as well. He says that 

she loves power; as an everyday woman, that love would be replaced with a husband and 

children. However, the term “love” then calls into question Ayesha’s priorities and her 

choices: by exchanging a “normal” existence with power, in the end, is it worth it? Is it a fair 

trade? Oddly enough, while some parts of his latter argument hold true, we know that she 

does not truly desire celibacy; Noot seems to have only a narrow understanding of her 
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character. As a result, it appears that his mention of power is truly the one aspect of his 

argument that is truly tempting to Ayesha.   

 Ayesha’s own shame at her solitude is apparent when Amenartas comes to taunt her. 

As her rival, Amenartas verbally attacks her for losing her beauty, comparing her to “aged 

virgin priestesses who have never known the love of a man.” As Amenartas is pregnant with 

Kallikrates’ child, this insult stings ever the more and further tempts Ayesha to enter the 

Pillar of Fire. Ayesha hopes that entering the fire will cause Kallikrates to leave Amenartas 

for her. Oddly enough, as much as Kallikrates and the desire for personal connection is a 

driving factor for Ayesha’s decision, Amenartas’ unsympathetic words were just as much of 

an influence in her ultimate conclusion. If Amenartas’ response to Ayesha had been different, 

perhaps she would not have felt pressured to throw caution to the winds and enter the flames.  

 In the final moments of the book, Ayesha boldly runs towards the flames and 

experiences her life flashing before her eyes as if she were dying. (In a way, she really is.) 

This response contrasts sharply with Kallikrates who cowers in fear before the fire and 

decides to stab himself rather than enter. As stated before, Kallikrates, though both a soldier 

and priest (in many ways, with divided in interests like Ayesha,) seems to be a lackluster 

choice for Ayesha’s life-partner. The true tragedy, it seems, is Ayesha’s failure to find an 

equal, a true companion. After entering the fire, Ayesha’s heightened senses become aware 

of Kallikrates’ mortality, and the scent repels her. As a result, she insists that he join her: “To 

be my mate he must be my equal.” However, Kallikrates fails in every account and Ayesha is 

left to spend thousands of years in solitude. 

 Overall, Wisdom’s Daughter was a unique approach to the already very well-received 

and established She series. Wisdom’s Daughter more fully contemplates the widening sphere 
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of influence of nineteenth-century women; it explores how women are able to create a 

domino effect on one another, as She ends up adopting Aphrodite’s attributes. Likewise, with 

Ayesha’s relationship with Elisheba, Haggard departs from his usual formula and elaborates 

on the beneficial bond two women can share. In spite of this friendship, he does not 

sentimentalize the experience as the women fundamentally rely on each other as a means of 

dealing with trauma. Finally, She’s contentious relationship with Amenartas demonstrates 

how female rivalry inevitably leads She to her doom. While She is knowledgeable in many 

ways, Amenartas’ words get the best of Ayesha, and exploit her insecurities. As a result, the 

entire book fully fleshes out Ayesha’s character. No longer just a distant, merciless queen, 

we see the human behind the monstrous feminine. The origin story forces the reader to think 

of Ayesha not merely as a femme fatale, but a woman born out of her circumstances. The 

fierceness is a necessary response to the grasping hands of an unkind world. In the end, 

Wisdom’s Daughter is a surprising, but important read in comprehending not only Haggard’s 

gender politics, but the shifting cultural understandings of nineteenth-century women in 

power.       
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THE MAD QUEEN LIVES: A QUICK LOOK AT THE “FUTURE” 

 Despite the decades between the Victorian era and the twenty-first century, female 

monstrosity still has not gone out of fashion. One series of texts in which monstrous female 

characters, and in particular, queens, have reemerged in modern day society is George R. R. 

Martin’s still-in-progress fantasy series A Song of Ice and Fire and its popular HBO television 

adaption Game of Thrones. The stories feature several formidable female queens who willingly 

use violence to better their ends. Currently, while the HBO series concluded very recently in 

May 19th, 2019, there has already been much academic discussion about both the television show 

and the original novels.147   

As Laura J. Shepherd argues in her book Gender, Violence and Popular Culture: Telling 

Stories (2013), popular culture texts “have much to tell us about the creation and perpetuation of 

ideas and ideals about gender and violence” (12). One of the Game of Thrones’ central 

characters, Daenerys Stormborn, is an excellent demonstration of this premise. While she begins 

the series as a timid young girl sold into marriage in exchange for an army, she eventually 

becomes one of the most powerful players in the fight for control over the fictional Seven 

Kingdoms in the land of Westeros. After her husband dies, she emerges from his funeral pyre 

with three young dragons; through this miraculous event, she is dubbed the “Mother of 

Dragons.” Like Alice in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland books, Daenerys begins much like 

a blank slate; however, in her quest for the Iron Throne, she develops more monstrous qualities 

                                                
147 Game of Thrones has become a site of contention and debates particularly around the topic of gender. Regarding 
monstrous queens, Charul Patel has published an excellent article called “Expelling a Monstrous Matriarchy: 

Casting Cersei Lannister as Abject in A Song of Ice and Fire” in 2014. A small selection of other published articles 

includes Debra Ferreday’s “Game of Thrones, Rape Culture, and Feminist Fandom” (2015), William Clapton and 

Laura J. Shepherd’s “Lessons from Westeros: Gender and Power in Game of Thrones” (2017), Jessica Kathryn 

Needham’s “Visual Misogyny: An Analysis of Female Sexual Objectification in Game of Thrones” (2017), and 

Sylva Sheridan’s “Progression through Regression: The Inferno of Daenerys Targaryen” (2019). 
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as the story progresses. As she is the last remaining child of the notorious Mad King Aerys, who 

commanded his soldiers to “Burn them all!” (referring to his people), there is always the threat 

that she will eventually become like her father.148  

In many ways, Daenerys’ ability to overcome adversity, ranging from assassins to sexual 

violence, makes her an admirable character and a fan favorite; nevertheless, this characterization 

drastically changes in the penultimate episode of Game of Thrones. In this episode, “The Bells,” 

Daenerys wreaks havoc on the innocent citizens of King’s Landing with her dragon even after 

the city’s surrender. As the city burns, her father’s hidden caches of wildfire (a fictional highly 

explosive substance) explodes in bright green flashes of flame to magnify her already 

catastrophic destruction; in a marriage of past and present, violence compounds on itself as she 

finally embodies the madness of her father. Many fans derided the portrayal of her abrupt 

descent into madness, labelling the act as a “character assassination.” While it is possible that 

George R. R. Martin intended for this ending, critics have been very vocal about the ending’s 

implication about women in power. Slavoj Zizek argues how Daenerys’ rampage is highly 

problematic in an article titled “Game of Thrones Tapped into Fears of Revolution and Political 

Women – and Left Us No Better Off Than Before.” In transforming Daenerys’ character from a 

highly sympathetic to a villainous one, it appears that twenty-first-century depictions of 

monstrous queens have not diverged much from the Victorian.  

In the season finale, in an over-the-top, yet stunning image, the show depicts Daenerys 

walking up to give a speech to her troops with her dragon Drogon’s wings raised behind her, as 

if they sprouted from her own body; here, the viewer observes Daenerys as a supernatural, 

                                                
148 There will be spoilers up ahead.  
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hybrid being, half-dragon and half-human. Likewise, Daenerys in an all-black outfit, gives a 

speech to her troops in two foreign languages. Although Daenerys was born in Westeros, the 

hybridity of her cultural identity is also evident in her speech; raised on another continent, her 

campaign for the Iron Throne is fundamentally interpreted as the invasion of an outsider. As her 

soldiers stand before her, the image is reminiscent of SS troops and Nazi Germany. However, as 

Zizek points out, in this case, her army is more ethnically diverse than the people of Westeros, 

which are primarily white. This portrayal, then in turn poses a problematic answer to the 

question, who is the enemy?149 In the end, hybridity and contagious violence are still central 

concerns within this twenty-first-century depiction of female monstrosity.  

 

                                                
149 As William Clapton and Laura J. Shepherd mention in their article, “Lessons from Westeros: Gender and Power 

in Game of Thrones,” there are a number of “orientalist dynamics at play” in the representation of Daenerys’ 

soldiers (16). Like the Amahagger people in Rider Haggard’s She, Daenerys’ army, which are comprised of 

Dothraki warriors, are depicted as a savage and animalistic tribe.  

Figure 1. Screenshot from “The Iron Throne” 
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I hope that this dissertation will be the beginning of a long set of discussions about the 

ways in which female monsters continue to pervade contemporary works. As stated in the 

introduction, Queen Elizabeth, as a formidable female figure, cast a long shadow on the texts of 

centuries to come. Even after her death, the villainy of fictional female queens frequently hints at 

her still lingering presence. The archetype of a powerful, but crazed woman is still being 

reproduced in twentieth-century texts, transcending the boundaries of its original genres. As can 

be seen, these historical women, Elizabeth and Victoria, left a legacy on modern day culture. 

Their imprint is visible to anyone who looks at the texts that are left behind.  
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