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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

After Tragedy: The Romance of the Lowly God 

by 

 

David Michael Woods 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in English 

 

 University of California, Irvine, 2018 

 

Professor Victoria A. Silver, Chair 

 

In this dissertation, I argue that romance, as a conceptual mode, refuses the inexorability and the 

finality of the tragic by uniquely admitting the force of the sacred without banishing the 

secular or erasing the phenomenal world.  By refusing to give tragedy the last word, romance 

rejects the antinomianism at the heart of both agonistic and liberationist secularization theses of 

the late modern West.  It has been usual, however, to look at romance from the vantage of the 

classical, Graeco-Roman tradition, seeing in it not a radical mode that supersedes the tragic and 

subverts the ideal, but a conservative mode that idealizes the aristocratic class, justifies the status 

quo, and correlates the beautiful with the good.  I argue there is a second, often overlooked 

genealogy of romance, whose basic grammar parallels that of classical romance yet inverts many 

of its central assumptions.  Originating in the Judeo-Christian tradition, scriptural romance 

dissolves rather than restoring the status quo, highlights the failure of the heroic ideal to account 

for the error-strewn nature of ordinary life, and exposes the way in which traditional forms of 

power are wedded to magical orders of meaning.  The protagonists of scriptural romance, though 

often the very idealization of their culture and class, discover themselves to be simultaneously 

saints and sinners, whose essential inclination to presumption and aspiration—fundamental 

virtues of the protagonists of classical romance—manifest instead as error and alienation.  By 

tracking the failure of the ideal structures of power and identity, scriptural romance emphasizes 
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the provisional nature of human knowledge and the contingent nature of human experience, 

exploring the way in which human cognition is inexorably rooted in and distorted by desire.  By 

foregrounding the place of eros in shaping understanding, scriptural romance inverts classical 

romance’s correlation of the apparent with the actual, instead depicting a world that is available 

but not immediately intelligible to the human mind.  And because the violence and magic of 

classical romance fail to restore the world in scriptural romance, the protagonists of scriptural 

romance are inevitably returned to the vicissitudes of history in continual search of a home and 

order of meaning that have not yet fully appeared.   
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INTRODUCTION 

If that the heavens do not their visible spirits 

Send quickly down to tame these vile offences, 

It will come, 

Humanity must perforce prey on itself, 

Like monsters of the deep. 

 

  King Lear IV.ii. 

 

The dark experiment at the heart of Shakespeare’s King Lear centers on this question: 

What becomes of humankind and human meaning in the face of a displaced absolute?  The 

initial displacement of Lear results in the division of his family, his kingdom, even his mind 

from itself in a remarkably swift series of events until the old king is left exposed on the 

heath, nearly insensate, asking the gods for their intervention.  But on the heath Shakespeare’s 

first audience would have faced an even greater encounter with displacement, since, from the 

moment of Lear’s appeals to the gods in the storm to the shocking death of Cordelia, 

Shakespeare deliberately displaces the Christian, providentialist structure of the original fairy 

tale (and the more recent stage comedy of 1594) his audience would have known, and 

anticipated, with a world altogether less hopeful and less secure, a world in which the most 

obvious Christ-figure continually fails to resurrect.  What happens, Shakespeare seems to ask, 

if the Christian God himself abdicates the heavenly throne?  What happens when the 

metaphysical becomes illegible in the wake of a church divided against itself, in the face of a 

skeptical crisis spurred by internecine war; what happens when the foundations of human 

cognition, language and access to deity seem to be crumbling beneath our feet?   What 

happens, in other words, when our understanding of the metaphysical is displaced and our 

experience mutters darkly with Gloucester, “As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods.  They 
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kill us for their sport.”  Can we know anything certain of God or of ourselves in a world 

without sure foundations?  Can meaning itself be secured if our experience and our 

expressions are so variable and contingent?   

It has become common in popular secularization narratives to trace the antinomian 

condition of late modernity back more or less directly to the theological shifts that culminated 

in and followed from the Protestant Reformation.  As the story often goes, the secure, almost 

mathematical-philosophical realism of the Thomistic-Aristotelean synthesis, illustrated by 

such ideological emblems as the Great Chain of Being, is overthrown by the skeptical, 

subject-oriented nominalism Luther inherits from Scotus and Occam and promulgates 

throughout Europe (via the sheer fortuity of the printing press) in his new anti-philosophical 

and anti-institutional theology of the individual.  The loss of an authoritative absolute with the 

dramatic schisms that follow leads to the collapse of any institutionally stable interpretative 

structure for scripture, doctrine and practice.  Doubt over the role and efficacy of the 

sacraments and ecclesiastical membership spreads and faith migrates more and more to the 

realm of the private, the relative, and the idiosyncratic.  Standing alone in a world suddenly 

revealed to be metaphysically and epistemologically ground-less, the unsettled modern subject 

is left to create for herself the world in which she desires to dwell, all the while knowing that 

assertions of “meaning” or “truth” are ultimately fictive, arbitrary and indeterminate claims 

which, when placed under any real analytical pressure, will show themselves to be, in Stanley 

Fish’s phrase, “self-consuming artifacts.”1     

                                                           
1 The lineaments of this narrative can be found in such diverse works as Hans Blumenberg’s 

The Legitimacy of the Modern Age (1966), trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge, 1983), 

Talal Asad’s Formulations of the Secular (Stanford, 2003), Karl Lowith’s Meaning in History 

(Chicago, 1949), José Casanova, “Secularization Revisited: A Reply to Talal Asad,” in 
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The tidiness and, we might say, “absolute” explanatory power of such narratives can 

be breathtaking.  We are drawn to the language of a “radical break,” an “utter collapse,” or, 

indeed, a “revolutionary insight.”  But since, as Wittgenstein reminds us, we determine our 

meanings based on the pictures we hold of the world, too-neat depictions of a period or a 

concept will inevitably produce over-determined readings of both those periods and their 

texts.  Things will be forced to fit where they may not in order to “save the equation.”  So, in 

attempting to extract a secularization thesis from the Early Modern period, the theoretical 

activity of recent criticism reduplicates the fiction that the sacred and the secular were 

extricable orders, attempts with Lear to imagine that the metaphysical can be, or was, crawled 

out of like so many borrowed clothes.  But the deep integration of the secular and quotidian 

realm with the sacred or religious from the Hebrew and Christian scriptures onward should 

leave us relatively nonplussed about the “discovery” that scriptural narratives were put to 

secular use in early modern Europe.  Moreover, the very fact that Judeo-Christian thought and 

exegetical traditions are premised on belief in a hidden God unavailable without mediation, 

who is always more and other than our thoughts concerning him, should have put to pay long 

ago any vulgar foundationalism that assumed the dissolution of human institutions and powers 

was a fundamental threat to religious meaning as such, or that religion could simply be 

conflated with politics without remainder.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and His Interlocutors, ed. David Scott and Charles 

Hirschkind (Stanford, 2006), John Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory (Oxford, 1990), 

Brad Gregory’s The Unintended Reformation (Harvard, 2012), C. John Sommerville’s The 

Secularization of Early Modern England, (New York, 1999), Regina Schwarz’s Sacramental 

Poetics at the Dawn of Secularism: When God Left the World (Stanford, 2008), and Stanley 

Fish’s Self-Consuming Artifacts (UCP, 1973).   
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In their critical appraisal of “The Turn to Religion in Early Modern English Studies” 

Ken Jackson and Arthur F. Moratti describe the way in which both the “hyper-historicizing” 

tendencies of New Historicists and cultural materialists and the general tendency (not only in 

political thought but also in contemporary philosophy) to secularize irreducibly theological 

categories has left many contemporary critics unwilling or unequipped to deal seriously with 

religion as an actual historical category of human experience:  

[Such critics] adopt the stance of analytic observers who know how to decode 

religious language and ideas as mystifications of economic, political, and social 

conditions and relationships, usually assuming that religion itself is a form of "false 

consciousness." There is often a relentless "presentism" in political readings of early 

modern culture. The otherness of early modern religious agents and culture⒮ is 

translated into (for us) more acceptable modern forms conformable to our own 

cultural assumptions. For example, Civil War religious sects are portrayed as socialist 

revolutionaries avant la lettre, radical female preachers as modern feminists. While 

this approach to religion has produced some astute political criticism in recent years, it 

has, with regard to religion, distorted our sense of the large and alien cultural 

landscape of early modern England.     

 

In a surprising way, perhaps, and though for very different purposes, both secular humanists 

in the mold of Stephen Greenblatt and confessional thinkers such as Brad Gregory have found 

the need to position early modern Europe as the scene of secularism.  For the former group, it 

is a liberation narrative (Greenblatt’s The Swerve is positively evangelical on this point, if 

historically and philosophically uninformed), but for the latter group of scholars, religious 

historians and theologians alike, there is an obvious nostalgia for the notionally Thomistic-

Aristotelian vision of synthesis and stability, of a largely monolithic institutional Christianity 

which comes to include such enticing and “lost” topoi as locality, community and a deeply 

sacramental understanding of nature and religious life––the loss, in effect, of the “enchanted 

world” (Gregory’s The Unintended Reformation skews strongly in this direction).  These are 

the transcendent altars and icons, we are told, that secular strategists like Shakespeare and the 
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copyists of Lucretius, or accidental secularists like the reformers and their nominalist hordes, 

effectively tore down.   

In either case, for both Greenblatt and Gregory it would seem to be a question of 

either/or, each seeing the other order as alien and unwelcome.  Both engage in a game of 

wishful subtraction: Greenblatt, that the sacred has thankfully been subtracted, because there 

really cannot be such a thing as normative (as opposed to marginal) religious knowledge that 

isn’t some variety of coercive dogmatism wedded to implicit or explicit political and 

economic power; Gregory, that the secular ought to be subtracted from the sacred because its 

presence has sublimated the stable, sacramental, institutionalized practice and dogma of the 

pre-modern Catholic Church.  The one colonizes through secular victory, the other through 

sacred lament.2  The one merely raids religious discourse and practice for trinkets to adorn the 

secular liberal altar, the other despairs that such vacuous antiquing is what has brought us to 

the impasse of a modern world that can no longer think itself coherent. 

But the quest for religious knowledge, like the quest for humanist knowledge, has 

always been an agonistic quest, not an austere dogmatic uniformity, not a notional 

coalescence around some lock-step realism.  Both the aforementioned critical modes err in 

forgetting the way religious and humanist inquiry are inescapably rooted in the mediational––

the exegetical and interpretive act––and the way in which these modes of inquiry are modes of 
                                                           
2 I also note here Victoria Kahn’s response to Thomas Pfau at a two-day symposium on Pfau’s 

Minding the Modern held at the Notre Dame Institute for Advanced Study (NDIAS) April 10-

11, 2014 (later published at The Immanent Frame), where Kahn, defending liberalism against 

what she perceives to be Pfau’s “parody” of it, bluntly concludes her response, “In my world 

there’s a place for people who believe as Pfau does.  In his world, there’s no place for me at 

all.”  [This NDIAS event took place on Thursday, April 10, 2014 in the Annenberg 

Auditorium in the Snite Museum of Art at the University of Notre Dame. It featured panelists 

Douglas Hedley (Cambridge; NDIAS), Victoria Kahn (Berkeley), and Alasdair MacIntyre 

(Notre Dame); and a response from author Thomas Pfau (Duke).] 
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curiosity set in motion through encounter with other minds, texts, and orders of meaning, the 

absolute alterity of both neighbor and God.  In other words, methodologically, spatially, even 

historically, the two quests have always been necessarily intertwined.  As Thomas Pfau rightly 

reminds us regarding historic Christianity,          

[B]eginning with Patristic thought, Christianity understands itself as, above all else, an 

attempt at engaging with the secular—rather than either withdrawing from or 

anathemizing it—namely, by assisting individuals and communities with achieving 

stability, integrity, and orientation in their daily pursuit of life in a created, finite, and 

profoundly uncertain saeculum. Neither before nor after the Reformation was the 

secular understood as an alien realm inopportunely and illegitimately intruding into 

Christian life and disordering its outlook on the central “Life Questions.” Rather, the 

saeculum has always been the reality toward which Christian practice and thought is 

oriented in its attempt to reimagine it as a just, responsible, and sustainable 

community.3 

 

In attempting to render the secular use of religious materials somehow a novel practice, or of 

anathematizing the secular as inhospitable to the sacred, we miss the way in which religion in 

the west has always necessarily been integrated with the saeculum, has always approached the 

saeculum as the space of ordinary and uncertain life, the quotidian realm of possibility. 

   

In this dissertation I argue that romance is what happens after tragedy.  As a 

conceptual mode, romance refuses the inexorability and the finality of the tragic.  By refusing 

to give tragedy the last word, romance rejects the antinomianism at the heart of both agonistic 

and liberationist secularization theses of the late modern West.  I am particularly interested in 

how the romantic mode and its expressions offer a critical rejoinder to such secularization 

theses by uniquely admitting the force of the religious without banishing the secular or 

                                                           
3 Thomas Pfau, “History without Hermeneutics: Brad Gregory’s Unintended Modernity” in 

The Immanent Frame: Secularism, Religion, and the Public Sphere. 

https://tif.ssrc.org/2013/11/06/history-without-hermeneutics-brad-gregorys-unintended-

modernity/ (accessed January 5, 2014). 

https://tif.ssrc.org/2013/11/06/history-without-hermeneutics-brad-gregorys-unintended-modernity/
https://tif.ssrc.org/2013/11/06/history-without-hermeneutics-brad-gregorys-unintended-modernity/
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erasing the phenomenal world.  It has been usual, however, to look at romance from the 

vantage of the classical, Graeco-Roman tradition, seeing in it not a radical mode that subverts 

and supersedes the tragic, but a conservative mode that idealizes the aristocratic class, justifies 

the status quo, and correlates the beautiful with the good.  I argue there is a second, often 

overlooked tradition of romance, whose basic grammar parallels that of classical romance yet 

inverts many of its central assumptions.  Originating in the Judeo-Christian tradition, 

scriptural romance dissolves rather than restoring the status quo, highlights the failure of the 

heroic ideal to account for the error-strewn nature of ordinary life, and exposes the way in 

which traditional forms of power are wedded to tragic orders of meaning and magical models 

of control.  The protagonists of scriptural romance, though often the very idealization of their 

culture and class, discover themselves to be simultaneously saints and sinners, whose 

essential inclination to presumption and aspiration—fundamental virtues of the protagonists 

of classical romance—manifests instead as error and alienation.  By tracking the failure of the 

ideal structures of power and identity, scriptural romance emphasizes the provisional nature of 

human knowledge and the contingent nature of human experience, exploring the way in 

which human cognition is inexorably rooted in and distorted by desire.  By foregrounding the 

place of eros in shaping understanding, scriptural romance inverts classical romance’s 

correlation of the apparent and the actual, the beautiful and the good, instead depicting a 

world that is available but not immediately intelligible to the human mind.  And because the 

violence and magic of classical romance fail to restore the world in scriptural romance, the 

protagonists of scriptural romance are inevitably returned to the vicissitudes of history in 

continual search of a home and order of meaning that has not yet fully appeared.  Thus the 

true quest in scriptural romance is a negotiation not of space and time but of self and identity, 
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an interpretive and rhetorical quest to make what is hidden—whether the world, oneself, other 

minds, or God—manifest in experience. 

By treating the quotidian as a serious realm made all the more serious by the 

historical presence of its God, scriptural romance dignifies what in classical romance is 

considered low or carnivalesque, thereby opening new ethical spaces in the secular realm 

without collapsing the alterity of God (as absolute other) and neighbor (as other minds 

than one’s own) into one more feature of ordinary experience.  I argue that the cognate 

problems of knowing the unknowable divine, of apprehending the mystery of other minds 

as well as one’s own identity, are the very domains in which the religious consists, all of 

which defy reduction to quotidian as well as categorical identities.   

In order to show how romance models the secular encounter with the sacred, I lay out 

a general grammar of romance in the first chapter, elaborating a number of features 

discernible in texts from ancient Greece to early modern England.  By drawing the earliest 

Hellenistic romances and the ur-romance of the Greek tradition, the Odyssey, into 

conversation with the Gospel of Luke, I illustrate the way this grammar is reimagined by the 

scriptural romance tradition.  In the second chapter, I trace this paradigm of scriptural 

romance in what appears at first to be a romance in the classical mode, Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight, whose anonymous verse narrative ultimately interrogates the idealization and 

decline of chivalry at the cusp of England’s transition to the early modern world.  The 

inevitable subject of the third chapter is Spenser’s Fairie Queene, which examines the erotic 

structure of ordinary experience through an investigation of the Renaissance ideology of the 

feminine, whose blunt paradox—whereby woman simultaneously bears the malediction of 

Eve and the inviolability of the Blessed Virgin—had begun to take on greater complexity in 
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Protestant thinking about desire and the household.  Spenser’s critique of facile modes of 

transcendence and the instrumental understanding of eros that sustains it, leads directly to my 

fourth chapter, where I turn to Milton’s Paradise Lost and the etiological moment of personal, 

social, and spiritual alienation.  For Milton the postlapsarian journey home for our first 

parents is not via flights of transcendence or magical thinking but by learning, “with 

wand’ring steps and slow,” to make manifest in ordinary experience what is no longer evident 

in the world, namely the presence and purposes of God.  My project thus sustains an argument 

about the role of the figurative in spiritual expression, which parallels its usage for the mental 

in ordinary speech, by which human beings make themselves knowable to each other.   
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Chapter One 

After Tragedy: The Romance of the Lowly God 

  

 In The Novel before the Novel, Arthur Heiserman describes the earliest extant Greek 

and Latin romances of the 1st to the 4th century CE as erotika pathemata, narratives of “erotic 

suffering.”4 These mid-to-late antique romances were a new hybrid genre, blending  

elements drawn from the old ‘serious’ genres with elements drawn from the New 

Comedy.  Its protagonists can be much more admirable, for their fidelity and courage, 

than the comedies and even more admirable, or worthy of emulation, than those of 

epic and tragedy; but like comic characters, and unlike tragic ones, they are purely 

fictive, neither legendary nor historical.  They suffer the direst threats to their lives and 

values, threats which romance, unlike comedy, can ask us to take seriously; but, as in 

comedy, if not in tragedy, they survive all their perils to live happily ever after.  This 

kind of erotika pathemata, in which admirable characters survive the perils caused by 

love, fortune, and their own fidelity, became a most persistent form of Western literary 

art. 

 

And yet, as Heiserman points out when he turns back further to Xenophon’s Cyropaedia (c. 

400 BCE), which he calls “[o]ne candidate for the role of ‘First Romance in the West,’” the 

earliest iterations of this genre did in fact (as is obvious from Xenephon’s title) draw on the 

famous subjects and shape of earlier myth, legend, and history, such that Heiserman 

eventually concedes, “similar stories in Herodotus, and the Odyssey itself” could lay claim to 

the putative title of first or original erotika pathemata.  To whit, in a romancer as early as 

Xenophon what we in fact see is the molding together of “the conventions of the biography, 

                                                           
4 Heiserman draws this term from Chariton of Aphrodisia, who, in the mid-first century CE, 

wrote “the earliest extant romantic novel.”  Yet the term had an earlier currency, as 

Heiserman notes, appearing in the letters of Vergil’s Greek tutor, Parthenius, around 30 BCE, 

under the description of “out-of-the-way mythoi.”  See Arthur R. Heiserman. Novel Before the 

Novel (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 4. 
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the adventure, and the story of erotic suffering, already ancient in his time, to didactic ends.”5 

 Heiserman’s point, however, is a generic one.  He intends to show how the unique 

development of the genre of Hellenistic romance, in particular, combined the high and low 

styles and subjects of tragedy and comedy into a shared space.  We are asked by the 

Hellenistic romancers to take seriously, to genuinely admire, characters whose fictionality and 

erotic sufferings had typically placed them in the low, unserious, absurd, or crude space of 

New Comedy.  The use of purely fictive characters is, in other words, a way of invoking the 

quotidian realm as the scene of romance without debasing the value of what occurs there.  The 

events of Hellenistic romance may be extraordinary, but the clear fictionality of many of its 

central characters makes the subjects caught in those events more identifiable ciphers of 

present, ordinary life, more likely members of the saeculum in which the audience of those 

romances actually lived and moved than the legendary or mythic figures and scenes of the 

more “serious” genres of epic and tragedy.  In other words, romance is in its essence tragi-

comedy, a middle, mongrel form where the discrete sufferings and trials of unknown figures 

assume a startling seriousness, where that very seriousness of the tragic mode is pursued but 

then inverted, often quite suddenly, through a comic recognition and reversal, an ultimate 

reconciliation rather than dissolution of the separated lovers.    

Drawing together Arthur Heiserman’s work on the early Greek and Latin romances 

and Victoria A. Silver’s work on “the politics of romance,” I understand classical romance as 

an aristocratic narrative of erotic suffering that ultimately serves as a justification of the status 

quo by depicting the protagonist’s failure to live up to that status quo, her subsequent 

education out of error, and her recovery of that which was lost.  As a narrative whose 
                                                           
5 Emphasis mine, Heiserman, Novel before the Novel, 7. 
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protagonist (whether mythical or quotidian) is “the extraordinary and admirable character 

whose dominant value, marital fidelity, is jeopardized by fate,”6 a figure cast in the ancient 

mold of no less serious a figure than Odysseus himself, failure in romance is always a form of 

erotic failure––the failure of desire and experience to coincide with expectation.  Moreover, 

since romance typically figures the relationship of ruler and ruled (king and subject, lord and 

knight, lady and knight) as that of lover and beloved, as spousal, the education offered by 

romance is itself necessarily erotic, demanding the revision of desire and expectation in light 

of the experience of suffering, uncertainty, and error.  So erotika pathemata comes to describe 

not only the experience but the arena of romance,7 the episodic, yet serial, sequence of trials 

of fortune and fidelity that comprise the romance quest and adventure.  The education 

romance provides is ultimately a form of sensual, experimental knowledge driven forward and 

distorted by the desires of the protagonist, by encounters with various xenoi––strangers along 

the way who may prove either hostile or hospitable––and by experiences of wonder, the 

miraculous, or the other-worldly.  Each of these spheres of equivocation––the personal, the 

social, and the supernatural––confronts the protagonist with the contradiction between the 

ideal and the actual, between the desire for certain, universal, and absolute knowledge and the 

experience of uncertainty, particularity, and contingency.  Like its plot, the form of 

                                                           
6 The author of the Roman D’Eneas, for example, rewrites the Aeneid so that the illicit love of 

Dido is replaced by the marital love of the new heroine, Lavine, a spousal love that includes 

the rule of her land in Italy. 

 
7 Stemming from Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and the chorus’ tragic notion of pathei mathos, but 

placed in a comedic not tragic key.  In effect, the protagonist of romance survives to learn 

(rather than perishes for the audience or other characters to learn) the wisdom that comes 

alone through suffering, which is to say experience. See Aeschylus, Aeschylus I: Oresteia: 

Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides, Edited by David Grene and Richmond 

Lattimore, Translated by Richmond Lattimore (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
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knowledge admitted by the adventure of erotika pathemata is positional, ad hoc, and 

cumulative, always rooted in the inexactitude of bodily experience of the phenomenal world, 

the place and time of desire and its vicissitudes.   

 In what follows I will fill out this thumbnail sketch of romance by focusing on five 

dominant features of romance, features I will then carry over in my elaboration of romance in 

its scriptural form.  These features will provide this project as a whole its logic as well as its 

grammar, lending this essay a basic and comparative coherence even as it travels across 

diverse periods, authors, and texts.  The five features of romance that I will trace in this essay 

are derived from the following Greek terms: Muthos, Hamartia, Thaumazein, Xenia, and 

Nostos.  1) Romance is fundamentally muthos (narrative): it conceives the being and 

becoming of the human person as essentially storied.  2) The romance adventure is 

fundamentally marked by hamartia (error): it highlights the failure of the ideal to correspond 

to the actual in the protagonist’s actions and experience.  3) This innate susceptibility to errors 

of desire, perception, and interpretation is played upon by intrusions of the supernatural in the 

form of thaumazein (the magical or marvelous): such critically ambivalent moments of 

astonishment reveal a world of hidden and uncertain meaning, forces and phenomena that 

elude the protagonist’s desire for certainty and control.  4) Such instances of error and 

astonishment produce cognitive, affective, and physical forms of estrangement, which in turn 

highlight the central place of xenia (hospitality) in romance: it is only by successfully 

navigating strange phenomena, strange lands, and, in particular, strange minds, that the 

protagonist of romance can be educated out of error, obtain assistance, and return home.  5) 

As a narrative of education-out-of-error across the actual and existential distance between 

oneself and one’s ultimate desire (home), romance is fundamentally oriented toward and 



14 
 

compelled by the protagonist’s desire for nostos (homecoming): it is this desire for nostos that 

renders each step of the adventure provisional and in need of constant reflection and revision, 

not least when the protagonist returns home to a place that is at once more strange and more 

familiar than it was when she set forth.  

In order to define these features more thoroughly and elaborate how they are 

understood in scriptural romance, I will use the Gospel of Luke as my main reference text in 

what follows, and for each feature perform a simple dialectical comparison, illustrating how 

the feature or term is broadly conceived in the classical tradition and how it is re-formed or 

transfigured in the scriptural romance tradition.  This, I hope, will provide a dynamic 

grammar of romance, always already dialectically situated and motivated by this conversation 

between two distinct orders of meaning, which the literary texts analyzed in subsequent 

chapters of this essay can then be seen to take up and uniquely press, wrestle with, or refine 

according to their particular historical situations, literary expressions, and theoretical 

purposes.  Before turning to Luke to work out some of these particulars, though, I must first 

clarify a more theoretical point about the role of narrative in both the classical and scriptural 

romance traditions.  This is a conceptual point about the role of the literary as such, a kind of 

first principle of romance that distinguishes it as a mode of inquiry from both philosophy and 

theology.  

 

The Story before the Story: Muthos as Theory in Classical and Scriptural Thought 

 It is not unimportant that romance names, first and foremost, a narrative.  This, of 

course, is a fundamental distinction between philosophy and literature.  Although muthos 

originally denoted simply “formulated speech, whether it be a story, a dialogue, or the 
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enunciation of a plan,”8 the tendency in the development of classical antiquity was to separate 

muthos and logos, to distinguish literature from philosophy.9  Muthos developed, in the hands 

of philosophers particularly, pejorative connotations related to its origin in the oral tradition, a 

peculiar and immediate, almost incantatory, effect of rhythm and pathos which Plato would 

also ascribe, quite derisively, to rhetoricians like Gorgias and Protagoras:10  

If the tendency of the spoken word is to give pleasure, this is because it affects the 

listener in the manner of an incantation . . . oral narration stimulates its public to an 

affective communion with the dramatic actions recounted in the story.11   

Against the seductive quality of speech and the mimetic or emotional participation of an 

                                                           
8 Jean-Pierre Vernant, Myth and Society in Ancient Greece, translated by Janet Loyd (New 

York: Zone Books, 1996), 203-4. 

 
9 As Stephen Halliwell notes, with regard to Plato, “This is especially clear in the case of 

Republic 2-3, since the whole discussion bases itself upon a scheme which treats muthoi––

‘stories’, ‘myths’, or perhaps ‘fictions’––as constituting a species of logoi (2.376e, cf. 

7.522a), ‘statements’, ‘utterances’, but also ‘arguments’ and ‘propositions’.  Muthoi form a 

subset of logoi by virtue of being, as a class, pheudeis, which might in principle be translated 

as either ‘false’ or ‘fictive’.”  Though as Halliwell also notes, “To have the title of muthoi is 

not to be immune to judgments of truth and falsity, as Grg. 523 paradoxically bears out.” 104 

(“The Subjection of Muthos to Logos: Plato’s Citation of the Poets”; The Classical Quarterly, 

Vol. 50, No. 1 (2000), 103.  Cambridge University Press.   In other words, though the muthos 

of the poets may have myriad logoi within it, it does not provide a clear, authoritative, or 

singular argument or logos that can be placed under the close dialectical scrutiny of elenchos, 

“by which all such utterances must be assessed if they are to carry the weight of ethical 

authority that may be placed on them . . . The supposed authority of poetry is unable to defend 

itself in the face of a specifically philosophical method of enquiry,” and so the conclusion that 

“poets create by inspiration, not by knowledge or ‘wisdom’ (sophia),” 106. 

  
10 Vernant, Myth and Society, 203-7.   Or Halliwell: “In a facetiously patronizing image [at 

the end of the Protagoras], [Socrates] suggests that those who need the testimony of the poets 

to mediate their discussions are like symposiasts who cannot take sufficient pleasure in one 

another’s company but require entertainment of female dancers and musicians (347c-e),” 

(“Muthos to Logos,” 105). 

 
11 Vernant, Myth and Society, 206-7. 
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audience associated with muthos, logos came to distinguish a more austere form of reasoning: 

“The philosopher counters the persuasive techniques of rhetorical argument with the 

demonstrative procedures of a type of discourse modeled on the deductions of mathematicians 

working with numbers and geometrical figures.”12  So each, literature and philosophy, muthos 

and logos, has its orders of representation, and these orders intend to track the operations of 

the human person in different ways.   

Since Plato, many have regarded the philosophical mode to be uniquely suited to 

describing or engaging with the spiritual quest of homo viator, but I will argue that the reverse 

is true, that the operations of romance, understood in its scriptural form as a spatio-temporal 

narrative fundamentally antipathetic to abstraction, is best-suited to this order of 

understanding. Where Plato utilized rational myths to illustrate timeless truths, Platonic myth, 

unlike romance, is not hospitable to story understood as a consecutive commitment to the 

phenomenal world.  The kind of stories Plato tells are narratives oriented vertically rather than 

horizontally, whose protagonists move progressively out of this world, whose movements are 

either that of ascent or descent, as in the allegory of the soul in the Phaedrus, or the allegory 

of the cave in the Republic.  This verticality is finally hostile to narrative.  While Plato’s 

stories serve the aims of verticality––of abstraction––I am arguing that narrative is a 

commitment to a protagonist’s movement through time, not out of it, in the realm of history 

and human action, not of abstraction.  Plato’s early antipathy to the Homeric tales betray this 

hostility, since with Homer we get equivocation, uncertainty, error, even tragedy––the world 

of human experience Plato would free us from through abstraction, intellection, and hierarchy.  

As illustrations, Plato’s myths have an explanatory commitment, but they are ultimately 

                                                           
12 Ibid., 205. 
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trying to establish an architectonics that evaluates and explains without ultimately moving 

through time and history.  They are spatial operations more than they are temporal operations.   

From the Republic to the Timaeus, these rational myths deal with the stages of an 

hierarchy, a scheme of emanation described through ascent and descent, whereas in muthos 

proper, in its Homeric, tragic, and indeed, Aristotelian sense, the stages in a narrative are 

much more open-ended and much more constrained by the relative value of any other stage.13  

In other words, the activity of the episodes in muthos proper is contingent and cumulative, not 

schematic.  Plato tells stories about abstractions, but the activity of muthos is finally not about 

abstraction precisely because abstraction occludes muthos understood as a series of incidents 

in time.14  The chronological movement of homo viator from birth to death is a story, and the 

mistake of philosophy is to assume the spiritual quest does not occur in the historical, 

quotidian realm of time and space.  

Romance is committed to narrative as essential to its knowledge of the human person.  

This is so because romance understands its protagonist as andros polutropos, Homer’s 
                                                           
13 Apuleius himself rather bluntly embeds the lengthy allegory of the soul in the myth of 

Cupid and Psyche in his narrative to try and keep the spiritual quest “in” the phenomenal 

realm, however unnaturally.  Additionally, the rather sudden turn at the end of the 

Metamorphoses to the sober initiation of Lucius to the cult of Isis itself does not seem to 

strictly follow from the course of events, but the attempt nonetheless shows the impulse to do 

so and the peculiar difficulty of treating a “mystery religion” such as the cult of Isis in 

quotidian terms. See Apuleius’ The Golden Ass, trans. by P.G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2008). 

   
14 Eric Havelock asks: “Is Plato ever prepared to identify poetry as essentially a system of 

narrative syntax?  Not very explicitly, it must be admitted, although the implication is there in 

his assumption, maintained fairly consistently, that the content of poetry is mythos as opposed 

to dialectical logos . . . Everything said by a mythologos or poet, [Plato] says, is ‘a going 

through of what has happened or is or will be’.  The phraseology points to [Plato’s] awareness 

of the time-conditioning which, as we have argued, is inseparable from the syntax of the 

[narrative] material.”  Eric Havelok, Preface to Plato (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1982), 236. 
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notoriously ambiguous phrase describing Odysseus in the prologue of the Odyssey, rendered 

by Richmond Lattimore as the “man of many ways,” by Robert Fagles as the “man of twists 

and turns”––the human person as pilgrim, epitomized by her dexterity because epitomized by 

her wanderings.  This is the human person understood as “much-turned,” often diverted from 

her course, yet doggedly on her way home, the versatile wayfarer, the artful wanderer.  The 

Latin phrase that will come to best represent the human person as romance understands her is 

homo viator, “man on the way,”15 whose essential self is developed and revealed only in via.  

In other words, homo viator expresses the human person as a fundamentally storied creature 

whose horizontal movement through the phenomenal world is what is most essential to her 

being, and becoming, what she is.  This is not absolute but contingent human being, not 

philosophical or abstract human being, but literary or embodied human being––prone to error, 

driven off course by the winds of desire, subjected to space and time, to reason as well as 

sensation.16   

 So when the yet-unnamed Odysseus is feasting in the hall of the Phaeacians and asks 

the bard, Demodocus, to sing a song of the Trojan war and Odysseus’ cunning with the Trojan 

horse, Odysseus is asking, in effect, if the world knows him.  He is asking if he is 

remembered, if his kleos (glory) has been secured.  If his story has been lost, he will remain 

                                                           
15 See Gerhart B. Ladner, “Homo Viator: Mediaeval Ideas on Alienation and Order,” 

Speculum 42.2 (April 1967): 233-259. 

 
16 In The Golden Ass, Apuleius famously mixes the erotic adventures of Lucius with an 

elaborate tale of the allegory of the soul’s ascent in the myth of Cupid and Psyche.  At this 

point in the development of the romance we have tremendous flexibility and parody of the 

convention of erotika pathemata, yet even still Lucius’ initiation into the cult of Isis is 

striking in its sudden seriousness regarding religion.  No less serious is its denunciation of 

Christianity (the baker’s wife is a debauched worshiper of “one God”), which would have 

greatly been on the ascendency in North Africa in the late 2nd century CE. 
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unnamed, as though dead, because his identity in the world will have been erased.  When the 

bard accurately sings his story, Odysseus weeps uncontrollably.  Hannah Arendt has 

described this as the “poetic birth” of   “history as a category of human existence”:  

[I]n the moment when Ulysses, at the court of the Phaeacians, listened to the story of 

his life, now a thing outside himself, an ‘object’ for all to see and hear.  What had been 

sheer occurrence now became ‘history’ . . . The scene where Ulysses listens to the 

story of his own life is paradigmatic for both history and poetry; the ‘reconciliation 

with reality,’ the catharsis, which, according to Aristotle was the essence of tragedy, 

and according to Hegel, was the ultimate purpose of history, came through the tears of 

remembrance.  The deepest human motive for history and poetry appears here in 

unparalleled purity: since listener, actor, and sufferer are the same person, all motives 

of sheer curiosity and lust for new information, which of course, have always played a 

large role in both historical inquiry and aesthetic pleasure, are naturally absent in 

Ulysses himself, who would have been bored rather than moved if history were news 

and poetry only entertainment.17   

 

In hearing the muthos of himself Odysseus experiences a type of rebirth, because narrative in 

romance not only describes but secures the operation of a human person through time as the 

history, or name, by which they are known to others.  As muthos, such narrative is not merely 

a brute series of facts, but an identity that coheres and can be accounted for, a remembering 

and a reminding,18 as with Aeneas before Dido and the court at Carthage,19 or Habrocomes 

                                                           
17 Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future (New York: Penguin, 2006), 44-45. 

 
18 This is Eric Havelock’s point about the role of muthos in the Homeric community: “Its 

patron muse is Mnemosune in whom symbolised not just the memory considered as a mental 

phenomenon but rather the total act of reminding, recalling, memorialising, and memorising, 

which is achieved in epic verse. . . The story of invention belongs properly to the sphere of 

logos, not mythos: it was set in motion by the prosaic quest for a non-poetic language and a 

non-Homeric definition of truth.” Havelock, Preface to Plato, 91. 

  
19 In medieval use, “Romanz, appearing as a noun before 1140, denotes a long story whose 

materials are traditional, being drawn specifically from the historical matter of Rome (i.e. 

from Vergil, Statius, et al.) . . . Very soon the term could signify any long story versified in 

any vernacular; but the story’s matter was always purportedly inherited, not “novel,” and 

therefore “true.” Heiserman, Novel before the Novel, 221. 
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before the governor of Egypt in the later Xenephon’s Ephesian Tale,20 or in later iterations of 

the same convention, Othello in the house of Brabantio, and Pericles in the temple of Diana.21  

These are narratives that deliver their knowledge by an affective communion of speaker and 

listener.22  The stranger is clothed, invited to feast, and named with a narrative, revealed by 

another’s or his own incantatory tale to be himself in the world.23  No monolithic discourse or 

austere deduction from first principles, the viator’s self-recognition through narrative leads to 

self-revelation.24 Connecting and advancing the human person across the phenomeno-

                                                           
20 This scene occurs in Book IV. See "Xenophon of Ephesus: An Ephesian Tale" in Collected 

Ancient Greek Novels, ed. B. P. Reardon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989). 

 
21 Where he “would all [his] pilgrimage dilate,” concerning which Desdemona famously 

remarks, “I saw Othello's visage in his mind.”  See William Shakespeare, The Oxford 

Shakespeare: Othello, ed. Michael Neill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

   
22 So Brabantio even accuses Othello of using “some practices of cunning hell,” “some 

mixtures powerful o’er the blood, / Or with some dram conjur’d to this effect, / He wrought 

upon her.” 

  
23 The simile Homer uses to describe Odysseus’ reaction to his story being sung is shocking 

on several levels, for he describes the tears that flood Odysseus’ cheeks as those of a woman 

whose city is sacked and who lies prostrate over the body of her slain husband before being 

dragged off by conquering soldiers.  Homer insinuates in this devastatingly dense simile that a 

woman’s emotive state can be compared favorably to the response of a noble, male hero to 

hearing a story in which he is implicated and represented.  Additionally, the simile suggests 

quite forcefully that the Trojans as well as the Achaeans are worthy of narrative reflection, 

since the most blunt analogue for the woman in the simile is a Trojan woman weeping over 

her husband as Odysseus and the Greeks sack her city.  That it is also suggestive of 

Penelope’s fears concerning her husband and the story the suitors repeatedly tell her to serve 

their own futures only accentuates the unique capability of literary representation to perform 

the complex logic of human affect and experience, a logos that arises not apart from but as the 

result of affective communion with and through muthos.  See Homer, The Odyssey of Homer, 

trans. Richmond Lattimore (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2007). 

 
24 In no small part, Odysseus imitates what any Bard, like Demodocus, does in performance, 

for Odysseus recognizes his need as a shipwrecked stranger in hall of the Phaeacians to 

persuade his hosts with his story, to secure their affective communion and the gifts of 

hospitality that may re-open the possibility of his homecoming.  His self-narration not only 

accounts for his past in a way that explains his present, but it leverages that past and present 
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historical world, narrative is the logic, history, and creation of the romance viator.  That the 

protagonist of romance narrates his own wanderings reminds us that romance is a narrative 

focused primarily on the experiences of particular persons, only secondarily, if at all, on the 

events of nations and empires.25   

 Perhaps surprisingly, when we turn from the Graeco-Roman tradition to the Judeo-

Christian, or scriptural, tradition, we find that this is true also of the historical and personalist 

revelation of God in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures.  In his monumental work, Old 

Testament Theology, Gerhard von Rad says “that in principle Israel’s faith is grounded in a 

theology of history.  It regards itself as based upon historical acts, and as shaped and re-

shaped by factors in which it saw the hand of Jahweh at work.”26  In other words, “[I]t is in 

history that God reveals the secret of his person”: 27 

This history can be described as saving history [Heilsgeschichte] because, as it is 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

for the sake of a particular future.  It is no accident that the narrative of the nekyia, Odysseus’ 

journey to the realm of the dead, occurs near the center of the epic and the center of 

Odysseus’ own narrative to the court; for Odysseus’ condition in the realm of the dead, and 

his condition in the hall of Alcinous, is that of a narrative in via.  Neither truly dead (at home 

with the shades of Achilles, Agamemnon, and Tiresias), nor truly alive (at home with 

Penelope and Telemachus in Ithaca), Odysseus’ narrative is an attempt to bridge the space of 

the phenomenal world through sensible and pleasing speech, the narrative and rhetorical 

sensibility native to any bard, and a hallmark of Odysseus as the polutropos par excellence. 

   
25 On the first flowering of Hellenistic erotika pathemata B.P. Reardon remarks, “[I]n a world 

of larger empires, essentially controlled from Alexandria or Antioch, there could not be the 

same intense interest in political matters as had characterized the classical city-state.  The 

world had become bigger, and the individual, in consequence, smaller in it––smaller, and 

more absorbed in himself, his private life . . . The [romance] is a reflection of [people’s] 

personal experience, as the older forms of tragedy and Old Comedy had been a reflection of 

their civic experience.” See the introduction to Reardon’s Collected Ancient Greek Novels, 7.   

 
26 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. I and II (Louisville, Kentucky: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), I, 106. 

 
27 Rad, OTT, II, 338. 
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presented, creation itself is understood as a saving act of God and because, according 

to what the prophets foretold, God’s will to save is, in spite of many acts of judgment, 

to achieve its goal.28   

For von Rad this accounts for the way in which the Hebrew Scriptures seem to lack a center, 

for its center is in God, and God is only known through his unfolding history with his people:  

The Old Testament is a history book [Geschichtsbuch]; it tells of God’s history with 

Israel, with the nations, and with the world, from the creation of the world down to the 

last things, that is to say, down to the time when dominion over the world is given to 

the Son of Man (Dan. VII. 13f.).29    

For von Rad the episodic accounts of Israel’s scriptures are a series of confessional statements 

about “the continuing divine activity in history,”30 “a presentation of God’s history with 

Israel.”31   The achievement of the Hebrew prophets “was to capture for faith the dimension in 

which Jahweh had revealed himself par excellence, that of history and politics.”   

As such, the word of the Hebrew prophets is uniquely temporal in its three-fold 

structure: “the new eschatological word with which Jahweh addresses Israel, the old election 

tradition, and the personal situation, be it one which incurred penalty or one which needed 

comfort, of the people addressed by the prophet.”32  The prophetic word of the Hebrew 

                                                           
28 Ibid., 357, 358. 

 
29 Ibid., 415. 

 
30 Rad, OTT, I, 106. 

 
31 Ibid., v. 

 
32 Gerard Hasel has remarked that some have seen in von Rad’s work the introduction of an 

historico-relational concept as well as a historico-theological concept “as a determinative 

hermeneutical schema” for the Hebrew Scriptures. See Gerhard F. Hasel, "The Problem of 
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Scriptures confronted Israel with the possibility (covenantal promise) of a new future 

reconciled to God, reminded them of the acts of God in their historical past (the basis of their 

“redemption” and “election”), and addressed them in their present circumstance, according to 

their personal situation.  On the model of romance, the word of Yahweh revealed in the 

Hebrew Scriptures is a narrative of the work of salvation history, a word that describes 

Yahweh’s encounters with individuals and communities, strangers in a strange land, and 

connects their past (by confessing or re-interpreting it in light of Yahweh’s deeds) to their 

wandering present in the hope of a future return to the home of their God: 

 It shall come to pass in the latter days 

that the mountain of the house of the Lord 

shall be established as the highest of the mountain; 

and shall be lifted up above other hills 

and all the nations shall flow to it: 

and many peoples shall come, and say, 

‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord 

to the house of the God of Jacob 

that he may teach us his ways 

and that we may walk in his paths.’33  

 

Speaking of the prophetic word of Isaiah in the context of Israel’s exile, the theologian 

Robert Jenson comments:  

At the chief dramatic peripety within the story told by Israel’s Bible, the Exile, the 

Lord explicitly puts his self-identity at narrative risk.  By the word of the exilic 

prophet, classically in Isaiah 40-45, JHWH argues his claim that ‘I am the one’ by 

pointing to his word’s rule of history: he recounts his past promise-keeping, and then 

makes new promises and challenges all to see how he will keep these as well.  Thus 

the argument binds JWHW’s claim to the contingencies of history: What if the new 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

History in Old Testament Theology," Andrews University Seminary Studies 8.1 (1970), 29.

  
33 Is. 2:2-3.  Unless otherwise noted, biblical citations are taken from the New Revised 

Standard Version. See Michael David Coogan, Marc Zvi Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and 

Pheme Perkins, The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version: with the 

Apocrypha (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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promises fail?  The new proposition one would expect to be established if and when 

they do not fail is that ‘JWHW is God.’  But Isaiah alternates this conclusion with a 

sheer statement of the Lord’s self-identity: then all will see that ‘I am JWHW.’34 

 

This narrative shape is maintained, and in some sense consolidated, when we turn to the 

Christian scriptures.  In fact, with an eye to the gospel accounts in the New Testament, von 

Rad says that for faith in Jesus Christ “to be saved from falling into the traps of mythology 

and speculation”35 (by which he means symbolic and subjectivist readings), the Hebraic view 

of history needs to be understood and recovered as fundamental to the writers of the New 

Testament. Just as “[t]he Hebrew Scriptures do not refer to abstract, timeless truths of religion 

and transcendence” but are instead “the word and deed of Jahweh in history,”36 so too the 

Christian scriptures conceive of God and his muthos, Jesus Christ, as an essentially historical 

revelation and continuation of Israel’s salvation history.    

 In a chapter of his Systematic Theology entitled “The Way of God’s Identity,” Jenson 

asserts this historical, Christian understanding of scriptural revelation in a particularly 

compact statement: “God is whoever raised Jesus from the dead, having before raised Israel 

from Egypt.”37  He elaborates in a way more than a little reminiscent of von Rad:   

Otherwise than dramatically, the Bible’s theological descriptions, accounts of divine 

action, and worshipful invocations are too mutually conflicted to suggest referral to a 
                                                           
34 Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology: Vol.1: The Triune God (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1997), 65. 

 
35 Rad, OTT, II, 386. 

 
36 Rad, OTT, I, 114. 

 
37 “All aspects of the Lord’s hypostatic being appear in Israel’s Scripture.  The church’s 

trinitarianism is commonly thought to depart from Israel’s interpretation of God.  This is the 

exact contradictory of the truth.  . . . we will see that the doctrine of the Trinity only explicates 

Israel’s faith in situation in which it is believed that the God of Israel has prior to the general 

resurrection raised one of his servants from the dead.” Jenson, Systematic Theology, 63. 
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same someone.  Even Israel’s ability to conceive a continuity of her own history 

through the discontinuities of her fate, and, for centuries, to interpret and re-interpret 

that history theologically to produce Scripture the church received, did not result from 

continuous ability to synthesize the religious and conceptual deposit to date, but 

depend on her antecedent and repeatedly rewon conviction that JWHW in his personal 

identity had been and would be the protagonist of her doings and sufferings, however 

apparently discontinuous; the scriptural narrative is thus itself Israel’s sole construal of 

the Lord’s self-identity.38  

 

Like von rad, Jenson understands the narrative expression of God’s self-identity in history 

along similar lines to those I have attempted to articulate for the episodic, but dramatically 

coherent, nature of the operations of the human protagonist in romance:   

Since the biblical God can truly be identified by narrative, his hypostatic being, his 

self-identity, is constituted in dramatic coherence. The classical definition of this sort 

of coherence is provided by Aristotle, who noticed that a good story is one in which 

events occur ‘unexpectedly but on account of each other,’ so that before each decisive 

event we cannot predict it, but afterwards see it was just what had to happen.  Aristotle 

himself regarded liability to historical contingency as an ontological deficit and 

therefore drew no metaphysical profit from his observation.  But since God himself is 

identified by contingencies, Aristotle’s prejudice need not hinder us.  Why should 

commitment in a history not be instead an ontological perfection?  We are free to say 

that even––or, rather, especially––God is one with himself just by the dramatic 

coherence of his eventful actuality.39          

 

Here Jenson may seem to collapse the analogical interval required to maintain the conceptual 

distinction between who God is in himself and who God is in his self-revelation to his 

creatures, but this commitment to narrative as the only given “way of God’s identity” 

ultimately stems from the quite orthodox view that the man Jesus of Nazareth is, in himself 

and his history, the complete revelation of God without remainder.  Or as Saint Paul writes to 

the Colossians, “in [Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily.”40   

                                                           
38 Ibid., 64. 

 
39 Ibid. 

 
40 Col. 2:9. Or, as Paul writes earlier in the same letter: “He is the image of the invisible God, 

the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things 



26 
 

This affirmation, or confession, does not, however, mean that as creatures, and 

postlapsarian creatures at that, we have unmediated access to what that might mean.  It is 

simply to assert, in particular against classical philosophy’s restriction of what narrative is 

sufficient to accomplish, that this simply is what the scriptural texts claim and perform.  This 

commitment to the narrative way of God’s identity is a commitment to history as the 

exclusive arena of God’s creating, redeeming and reconciling word, understood by Christian 

scripture as the co-eternal self-expression of Godself in the person of Jesus the Nazarene. 

 

 

The Grammar of Romance: Classical and Scriptural Formulations 

Muthos  

Though we have indicated some of the theoretical and narratological affinities 

between classical romance and scriptural romance on the subject of muthos, it remains for us 

now to elucidate a particular account of the scriptural muthos of Jesus of Nazareth in order to 

show how scriptural romance dialogues with and inverts so many of the central assumptions 

of classical romance, creating a distinct, alternate tradition of romance that has typically gone 

overlooked and undertheorized.   

How is it that the narrative of Jesus of Nazareth reveals the spiritual quest of homo 

viator in an essential and unique way?  To answer this question I will look at the Gospel of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been 

created through him and for him.  He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold 

together.  He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the 

dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything.” 1:15-19.   
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Luke41 according to the grammar of romance (muthos, hamartia, thaumazein, xenia, and 

nostos) briefly sketched earlier in this chapter, elaborating at each point the way in which 

classical romance commonly figures these categories and how Luke’s scriptural romance 

parallels, departs from, or inverts this conceptual grammar.  In other words, in this chapter 

and throughout this project, I want to elucidate scriptural romance through an ongoing 

dialectic engagement with classical romance, a comparative method more usual with critics of 

past generations, whose popular epitome is Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis.  My wager is that this 

broader, comparative approach, though more or less out of fashion in current literary 

criticism, can breathe new life in the study of how certain orders of meaning are wedded to 

certain literary forms.      

The selection of Luke’s gospel itself is not arbitrary: Luke is the gospel writer who 

                                                           
41 Except where cited, my reading of Luke, whose only novelty may be found in its being 

framed in terms of a new mode of romance, is borne of my own primary study of the text in 

translation as well as in the original Greek for the last fifteen years.  Yet I’d be remiss not to 

acknowledge with gratitude the work of some of the key commentators on Luke over the past 

few decades, including David E. Garland, Luke: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary, (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011); Darrell L. Bock, Luke 1:1-9:50: Baker Exegetical 

Commentary on the New Testament (3A), (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1994); 

Darrell L. Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (3B), 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1996); Craig A. Evans, Luke, (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1990); Walter L. Liefield and David W. Pao, "Luke," The Expositor's Bible 

Commentary (10), (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007); Robert H. Stein, Luke, (Nashville, 

TN: Broadman Press, 1992); Allison A. Trites, "The Gospel of Luke," The Gospel of Luke 

and Acts, (Carol Streams, IL: Tyndale, 2006); I. Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke: A 

Commentary on the Greek Text, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1978); Joseph A. Fitzmeyer, The Gospel According to Luke, (New York: 

Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1979); Luke Timothy Johnson, The Writings of the New 

Testament: An Interpretation, 3d ed., (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2010); Helmut Koester, 

Introduction to the New Testament, Vol. 2: History and Literature of Early Christianity, 2d 

ed., (Berlin and New York: de Gruyter, 2000); Charles B. Puskas and David Crump, An 

Introduction to the Gospels and Acts, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008); and George V. 

Shillington, An Introduction to the Study of Luke-Acts, (London and New York: T&T Clark, 

2007).  
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most deliberately straddles the Greek and Hebrew worlds.  While John’s gospel is especially 

Hellenistic, its composition is later and more theologically-oriented than the historically-

focused synoptics.  And since Matthew’s audience is primarily Jewish, it doesn’t feel the urge 

to provide the same types of connections to Greek thinking and a Greek audience that Luke 

does.  After all, Luke’s account is written––its prologue asserts––for a single Greek reader 

and patron, Theophilus.  As a result, Luke is keen to explain Hebrew thought and practice to a 

reader unfamiliar with such things while also being keen to shape his narrative in a literary 

and historical way that would be recognizable to an educated Greek audience.  Luke also, 

unlike Mark, for example, has the advantage of being one of the most thorough accounts of 

Jesus’ life, from birth to resurrection, finally superseding even Matthew in its historical scope, 

since the Acts of the Apostles (later so named by the church fathers) is actually the second 

volume of one continuous work, known by contemporary scholars as Luke-Acts, and which 

comprises more than one-fourth of the entire New Testament.  The Acts of the Apostles pick 

up after the resurrection, narrating the commissioning of the apostles, the ascension of Jesus, 

and the birth of the Christian church at Pentecost.  It then follows the apostles as they 

participate in establishing the church in Jerusalem and subsequently travel to and evangelize 

much of the Mediterranean and Greco-Roman world.  A physician by trade, Luke, it is clear 

from his writings, was himself well-educated and a capable, even elegant, Greek stylist.  All 

of this points to Luke-Acts as an ideal place to explore the basic shape of scriptural romance. 

Comparisons between the Gospels and Homeric myth or Hellenistic romances have 

not been especially prevalent since Auerbach, and those that have appeared tend to do so 

under the umbrella of religious rather than literary studies.  The majority of these studies are 

attempts to classify the genre of the New Testament gospels: are they history, myth, 
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biography, something else?  This focus on formal/generic classification, however, seems, 

even in the more rigorous studies, like that of David E. Aune,42 to curtail the scope or 

application of true theoretical analysis.  Even or especially in those studies that claim to 

deploy generic, comparative literary methods for the sake of conceptual analysis and not 

classification only, we find a surprisingly thin engagement with the theory that stands behind 

the forms and traditions that have produced “similar” literary modes. The most conspicuous 

example of this is the work of Dennis MacDonald, whose argument in The Gospel of Mark 

and Homeric Myth is that the author of Mark "thoroughly, cleverly, and strategically 

emulated" plots and figures from Homer in order "to depict Jesus as more compassionate, 

powerful, noble, and inured to suffering than Odysseus."43  MacDonald claims that Mark (and 

the synoptic Gospels by extension) are deliberate works of prose fiction hopelessly indebted 

to Homer: "[T]he earliest evangelist was not writing a historical biography, as many 

interpreters suppose, but a novel, a prose anti-epic of sorts."44  The description of Mark as 

“prose anti-epic” is a description with which I would have great sympathy, and could 

certainly be used to shed some unique, analytical light on Mark’s text as well as the other 

synoptic gospels.  Yet what begins as an interesting thesis inviting analysis of the way in 

which two distinct orders of meaning are brought together for a unique historical-theoretical 

purpose in Mark quickly devolves into an unfalsifiable hunt for Homeric “influence.”   

According to MacDonald’s method, Homeric influence is found when things like plots 

                                                           
42 David E. Aune, “The Gospels as Hellenistic Biography,” Mosaic: An Interdisciplinary 

Critical Journal 20.4 (Fall 1987): 1-10. 

 
43 Dennis R. MacDonald, The Gospel of Mark and Homeric Myth (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2000), 6. 

 
44 Ibid., 7. 
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and characters appear similar and when they appear different.45  With such a baldly magical 

criteria (mistaking an ideal connection for a real connection) at his disposal, it is perhaps not 

surprising that we discover with every passing page that MacDonald’s “parallelomania”46 

finally means that really any figure in the Gospels can be seen more or less to be a “type” of 

any figure from Homer, or indeed from antique literature generally, because, again, they are 

alike when they are alike and they are even alike when they are different.  Rather than 

employing deep analysis of how, or, more importantly, why, Mark would write such an anti-

epic (referring however directly or obliquely to Homeric forms), we are left with the 

realization that MacDonald’s purpose is not to better understand why two distinct orders of 

meaning (the classical and the Judeo-Christian) are wedded differently to similar forms, but 

rather to re-assert the well-worn claim that the Gospel texts are fiction rather than history.  

MacDonald’s real thesis, then, is something like, “Jesus is a fictional character because he is 

both like, and unlike, Odysseus.”47  As many critics have pointed out, in his eagerness to 

undermine the historicity of Mark’s Gospel with the magic wand of Homeric influence, 

MacDonald also demonstrates an almost perfect deafness to the historical and Jewish context 

of Mark, as well as, relatedly, the far more obvious and significant influence of the Hebrew 
                                                           
45 See M.M. Mitchell, "Homer in the New Testament," JR 83 (2003): 252-254; S. Dowd’s 

review of Homeric Epics and the Gospel of Mark by D. MacDonald, CBQ 63 (2001): 156; 

and Paul Rhodes Eddy's and Gregory A. Boyd's The Jesus Legend: A Case for the Historical 

Reliability of the Synoptic Gospels (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), especially 

340-344. 

 
46 This is Samuel Sandmel’s great phrase in "Parallelomania," JBL 81 (1962): 1-13. 

 
47 Perhaps even more frustratingly, MacDonald calls his method “Mimesis Criticism,” in a 

single stroke both evoking (accidentally?) and erasing Erich Auerbach’s comparative work as 

though he were completely unaware of one of literary criticisms most foundational texts, to 

say nothing of erasing the way in which Auerbach long ago demonstrated how one can 

fruitfully and profoundly compare the classical and Judeo-Christian traditions through their 

key texts, the very thing, presumably, MacDonald should be interested in doing.   
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Bible on the writings of an Hellenistic Jew like the author of Mark.48  

  Returning to the question of classification, which is not only MacDonald’s but many 

other comparatists true purpose, Luke’s Gospel asserts, almost anticipating its relegation to 

the familiar categories of classical romance or pure hagiography, that it is an historical 

account, carefully prepared and based on eyewitness accounts, sufficient, in effect, to 

undergird his patron’s conversion and not another of those “cleverly devised myths”49 so 

often associated with the mystery cults proliferating in 1st century Rome, or with the Homeric 

legendarium more generally: 

Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have 

been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the 

beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after 

investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for 

you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things 

about which you have been instructed.50 

Luke's narrative claims to be an account of events that Luke says he has researched carefully 

from its beginnings up to the present day, since the things he describes have occurred, or 

“been fulfilled among us.”  Typical of Greco-Roman historiography, the position of narrator 

and author are conflated and signaled early, as in Herodotus:  

Herodotus, from Halicarnassus, here displays his enquiries, that human achievement 

may be spared the ravages of time, and that everything great and astounding, and all 

                                                           
48 Eddy, The Jesus Legend, 341. 

 
49 2 Pt. 1:16. 

 
50 Lk. 1:1-4.  
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the glory of those exploits which served to display Greeks and barbarians alike to such 

effect, be kept alive – and additionally, and most importantly, to give the reason they 

went to war.51 

Or as with Thucydides:  

Thucydides, an Athenian, wrote the history of the war between the Peloponnesians 

and the Athenians, beginning at the moment that it broke out, and believing that it 

would be a great war, and more worthy of relation than any that had preceded it.52 

Yet while the shape of the prologue indicates that the author of Luke understands or claims to 

be writing about history, what separates him from his contemporaries and antecedents is the 

humble nature of his subjects.  Where Herodotus sought to describe the “great and marvelous 

deeds” of the heroes of wars between the Hellenes and the barbarians, and Thucydides the 

greatness of “a war more worthy of relation than any that had preceded it,” Luke’s subject is 

not a person nor persons of prominence and power.  Indeed, that Luke presents itself as an 

historical prose romance of the personality, teachings, and fate of a wandering Jewish peasant 

from an unimportant city is precisely what is so radical and what generates such a distinct 

fork in both the historiographical and the romance traditions.   

Like those of classical histories the protagonists of classical romances are aristocratic 

subjects of unusual excellence (arete).  Odysseus is “great-hearted Odysseus”, “resourceful 

                                                           
51 Herodotus, The Histories, trans. Paul Cartledge (New York: Penguin Books, 2013), 3. 

 
52 Thucydides, The Landmark Thucydides, trans. Robert B. Strassler (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 1996), 3. 
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Odysseus,” king of Ithaca, known for his ingenuity in speech and action,53 second only to 

Achilles as a warrior, first among the Greeks in cunning.  He is the kalos kagathos, the 

beautiful one who is necessarily good, the aristocratic ideal described later by Aristotle as the 

megalopsychos or “great-souled” person.54  Similarly, in the later Hellenistic romances, “Hero 

and heroine are always young, wellborn, and handsome.”55   

Luke’s primary subjects, however, are drawn from the lower classes, those who in 

classical literature are ciphers of barbarity, perversity, and mirth.  In fact, Luke foregrounds 

the distinction by anchoring key moments in his account to a known region, ruler, or time 

period, only to move to the subject he is most concerned with:  

In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who 

belonged to the priestly order of Abijah . . .  

 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called 

Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph . . .  

 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be 

registered.  This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor 

of Syria.  All went to their own towns to be registered.  Joseph also went from the 

town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem . . . 

 

This inversion of the classical understanding of those worthy of muthos is highlighted in the 

magnificat––Mary’s prophetic song of praise prior to the birth of Jesus—where the focus on 

common Jewish people in the midst of the powerful is made the subject God’s own attention 
                                                           
53 See Werner J. Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture: Volume 1: Archaic Greece: 

The Mind of Athens, trans. by Gilbert Highet (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967): 4-

14. 

 
54 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, trans. by Terence Irwin (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett 

Publishing Company, 1999), 4.3.1123-4. 

 
55 B.P. Reardon summarizes,“[T]heir marriage is disrupted or temporarily prevented by 

separation, travel in distant parts, and a series of misfortunes, usually spectacular.” Reardon, 

Collected Ancient Greek Novels, 2. 
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and action:   

My soul magnifies the Lord, 

    and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  

for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 

    Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 

for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his name. 

His mercy is for those who fear him 

    from generation to generation. 

He has shown strength with his arm; 

    he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 

    and lifted up the lowly; 

he has filled the hungry with good things, 

    and sent the rich away empty. 

He has helped his servant Israel, 

    in remembrance of his mercy, 

according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 

    to Abraham and to his descendants forever. 

      (Lk. 1:46-55) 

 

Luke understands the events leading up to, and following from, the birth of Jesus to be a 

continuation of the story of Israel, events that explicitly entail the raising up of that which is 

lowly––the hungry, the poor, the base––and the pulling down of that which is exalted––the 

proud, the rich, the powerful.  This is a prophecy about the reversal rather than the 

justification of the status quo; it is about the overturning and not the restoration of traditional 

values and powers.  The magnificat sings the romance of the quotidian and obscure, identified 

as the Lord’s servant, Israel (in Luke’s time an occupied people, a national viator, 

simultaneously at home and in exile), and God’s present action on behalf of the lowly is seen 

as the fulfillment of the prophetic word promised “to Abraham and his descendants forever.”  

Here again is the three-fold narrative nature of the prophetic word in the Hebrew Scriptures: 

remembering his promises and activity among his people in the past, the Lord will meet them 

in their present troubles and bring them forward to a future restoration described as the 
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fulfillment of this word.   

Nonetheless, the inversion of the traditional order will meet significant opposition and 

produce much suffering, as Simeon prophesies over the infant Jesus when he is presented at 

the temple for circumcision: “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in 

Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be 

revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.”  Even the peasant girl Mary, who has 

been raised up from her place as the Lord’s “lowly servant” by being asked to participate in 

God’s dramatic action in history, is not to escape the agony her son’s life is expected to 

instigate in Israel.  The proud will not be brought down and the lowly raised up without great 

tumult and suffering.  Yet even in such prophecies of agony these figures are being 

distinguished and acknowledged as subjects serious enough to experience tragedy as well as 

triumph.   

In the second chapter of Mimesis, Auerbach compares the synoptic gospels’ portrayal 

of Peter’s denial of Christ to a scene typical in Tacitus, revealing an absolute and fundamental 

difference in each text’s treatment of the lower-class man, the world-historically insignificant 

man in traditional Greco-Roman histories and romances.  Auerbach accounts for the 

difference by saying that in the gospels we have the portrayal of  

something which neither the poets nor the historians ever set out to portray: the birth 

of a spiritual movement in the depths of the common people, from within the everyday 

occurrences of contemporary life, which thus assumes an importance it could never 

have assumed in antique literature . . . All this applies not only to Peter’s denial but 

also to every other occurrence which is related in the New Testament.  Every one of 

them is concerned with the same question, the same conflict with which every human 

being is basically confronted and which therefore remains infinite and eternally 

pending.  It sets man’s whole word astir––whereas the entanglements of fate and 

passion which Greco-Roman antiquity knows, always directly concern simply the 

individual, the one person involved in them.  It is only by virtue of the most general 

relations, that is, by virtue of the fact that we too are human beings and thus are 
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subject to fate and passion, that we experience ‘fear and pity.’  But Peter and the other 

characters in the New Testament are caught in a universal movement of the depths 

which at first remains almost entirely below the surface and only very gradually––the 

Acts of the Apostles show the beginnings of this development––emerges into the 

foreground of history, but which even now, from the beginning, lays claim to being 

limitless and the direct concern of everybody, and which absorbs all merely personal 

conflicts into itself.  What we see here is a world which on the one hand is entirely 

real, average, identifiable as to place, time, and circumstances, but which on the other 

hand is shaken in its very foundations, is transforming and renewing itself before our 

eyes.  For the New Testament authors who are their contemporaries, these occurrences 

on the plane of everyday life assume the importance of world-historical events, as later 

on they will for everyone.  They reveal their identity as a movement, a historically 

active dynamism, through the fact that time and again the impact of Jesus’ teachings, 

personality, and fate upon this and that individual is described.56     

      

So the viator of Luke’s narrative is not simply Jesus of Nazareth, the unexpected, great-souled 

man of surpassing arete, but, as Auerbach points out, the individuals who encounter Jesus of 

Nazareth on the plane of everyday life––regardless of their station, history, or piety.  This is 

why Simeon can prophesy that even Mary’s own soul will be “pierced” by “Jesus’ teachings, 

personality, and fate.”  This dignifying of ordinary human life outside of the aristocratic 

processes typically central to classical romance is the axis on which Luke’s Gospel as 

scriptural romance pivots.   

The story of the great-souled man, Jesus, is not the story of an aristocrat but a 

plebeian, a backwater colonial, no ruler and no king, yet one whose life somehow “lays claim 

to being the limitless and direct concern of everyone,” especially those of the provincial and 

lower classes.  Everyone who encounters the muthos of Jesus is initiated into an erotika 

pathemata whereby the former loves of the soul, the present objects of human devotion and 

concern, are progressively challenged, removed, or overturned.  Whether king or theotokos, 

there is no neutral place to stand when God enters history.  As John the Baptizer declares 

                                                           
56 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans. by 

William R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 42-3. 
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from the banks of the Jordan river, quoting Isaiah, 

‘Every valley shall be filled, 

    and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall be made straight, 

    and the rough ways made smooth; 

  and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’ 

     (Lk. 3:5-9)57 

Or as Jesus says of himself when he is handed the scroll of Isaiah while attending synagogue 

on the sabbath in Nazareth,  

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    because he has anointed me 

        to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

    and recovery of sight to the blind, 
                                                           
57 The narrative sequence of events in Luke, which centers on Jesus’ public ministry, unfolds 

as the fulfillment of these early prophetic words.  For Jesus’ ministry is what John refers to 

when he says, “Prepare the way (hodos) of the Lord.”  Luke understands the sequential 

unfolding of the muthos of “Jesus’ teachings, personality and fate” as the hodos of the Lord, 

the narrative path along which any who would follow Jesus, must travel, suffer, undergo.  

Those who so follow are disciples (mathetes).57  For Luke discipleship names the exclusive 

form of life (hodos) within which one can know, confess, and participate in the revelation that 

Jesus Christ is Lord.  Those who walk (peripateo) in the hodos of Jesus undergo a form of 

spiritual education of their desire which results from personal, active submission to “Jesus’ 

teachings, personality and fate.”  By so following the itinerant “wanderings” of Jesus, 

disciples become protagonists in an itinerant muthos of spiritual formation, a participation in 

and recapitulation of Jesus’ quest-romance.  This is made explicit in Acts when Christians are 

literally referred to as “followers of the way” (Acts 9:2).  For Luke, hodos is the ideal way of 

understanding the spiritual romance of discipleship because it does not reduce the spiritual 

quest to a set of doctrines or even one or two events or practices.  The way of God’s identity 

will be the way of the followers of God’s identity, an historical imitation (mimesis) of Christ’s 

romance. 
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        to let the oppressed go free, 

    to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

      (Lk. 4:18-9)58 

Luke depicts this moment as the inauguration of Jesus’ public ministry, and it is explicitly a 

declaration of the year of the Lord’s Jubilee, when the debts of all the people of Israel were 

forgiven, slaves were freed, and land reallocated (“The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for 

the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants.”59).   

Luke’s gospel portrays the ministry of Jesus as the democratization of the corporate 

spousal figure of classical romance.  Those who believe in Jesus as the messiah of Israel, and 

seek to join their fate with his by obeying his teachings, become equal participants in the 

muthos of God, equal members of the family (oikos) and kingdom (polis) of God.  They are 

made the corporate bride of Jesus, the long-anticipated “bridegroom”60 promised to Abraham 

and his descendants forever.      

 

Hamartia 

 To go from muthos to hamartia in classical romance is to ask what precipitates the 

erotic crisis of the romance narrative.  Since the romance narrative is a narrative of identity, 

hamartia describes both the crisis of the plot and of the protagonist’s self-understanding.  In 

the classical tradition hamartia is a sickness or error of the human mind, a mistake of internal 
                                                           
58 Lk. 4:18-9. 

 
59 Ibid. 25:23-4. 

 
60 Ibid. 5:34-5: “Then they said to him, ‘John’s disciples, like the disciples of the Pharisees, 

frequently fast and pray, but your disciples eat and drink.‘  Jesus said to them, ‘You cannot 

make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them, can you?  The days will come 

when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast in those days.’” 
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judgment which is also understood externally as an act of religious defilement requiring ritual 

purification:  

Error, felt to be an assault on the religious order, contains a malignant power far 

greater than the human agent.  The individual who commits it (or to be more precise, 

who is its victim) is himself caught upon the sinister force that he has unleashed (or 

that exerts itself through him).  The action does not emanate from the agent as from its 

source; rather, it envelops and carries him away, swallowing him up in a power that 

must perforce be beyond him since it extends, both spatially and temporally, far 

beyond his own person.  The agent is caught in the action.  He is not its author; he 

remains included in it.61 

 

Identity, classically understood, is not a discrete entity or private experience, it is an 

entanglement of oneself—one’s mind, desires, and actions—with myriad external forces and 

compulsions.  Related to this is the condition of hubris, an excessive, willful recklessness and 

insolence that disregards shame (aidos), law (nomos), and the principle of right or just action 

(themis), both human and divine, for the sake of self-interest.  If hamartia describes the 

dynamic structure of error and the complex nature of culpability in such crimes of judgement, 

hubris expresses the subject-specific lack of regard and reverence for the constraints of human 

society and the order of the gods.  The aristoi, of course, are peculiarly susceptible of this 

egoism because the aristoi’s self-understanding and ambition is necessarily one of 

prerogative, exceptionality, fearlessness, eloquence, and splendor.  This internal drive toward 

self-assertion and superiority inevitably brings the aristoi into regular conflict with the 

limitations placed upon them by the gods: So, all of Odysseus’ trials are directly tied to his 

reckless boasting at the blinding of Polyphemus, which stirs the wrath of Poseidon.  

Odysseus’ boasting declaration of his own name to the cyclops stemmed both from an error of 

judgment (thinking he was out of harm’s way) and the aristocratic compulsion to ensure one’s 

                                                           
61 Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, trans. 

by Janet Loyd (New York: Zone Books, 1990), 62-3. 
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own glory (kleos), the public recognition of the very excellence of courage and cunning that 

had secured his escape. 

 Regarding error among human society, we recall that the relationship between ruler 

and ruled in romance is as that of lover and beloved and so points to the way in which the 

oikos and polis are erotic formations meant to express the arete of the aristoi by reflecting––

because recognizing––his beauty and goodness, or fitness, as their rightful ruler.  Yet because 

this spousal figuration is also understood as the distance between andros polutropos and his 

home (nostos)––the phenomenal distance romance travels, the adventure that is suffered and 

survived in order to restore and reunite the ruler with the ruled––this means that failure in 

romance will always be a form of erotic failure:  

Greek eros . . . is something that actively conquers, that tames and breaks and subdues 

. . . Eros doesn’t just ‘conquer’ the heart, it attacks the mind, breaks the will like a 

horse-tamer breaking a horse, lays low the soul like death.”62   

As a figure whose righteousness is necessarily externalized, the protagonist of classical 

romance can only be so described if he successfully “sees” the day of his homecoming and is 

“seen” (recognized, acknowledged) by his household and his city not as the wanderer or the 

stranger, but as rightful lord and master, the proven ruler.  Any delay or misdirection that 

threatens the ultimate reunion of the beautiful and the good is a desire that threatens to break 

and conquer the desire for nostos.  And this is why, first in Homer,  

The power of eros . . . is magnified and given wider scope by being implicated in all 

the other desires and appetites of the human soul . . . a desire destructively excessive, 

                                                           
62 Bruce S. Thornton, Eros: The Myth of Ancient Greek Sexuality (New York: Westview 

Press, 1997), 15. 
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something like our use of the word ‘lust’ to describe a powerful desire for something 

other than sex.63 

The brief scene Odysseus narrates of his experience among the Lotus-eaters shows that error 

in romance is precisely the disordering or disabling of one’s desire for nostos, a desire which 

implies, again, the absence of the desired object, the distance between oneself and ones love.  

The reason the Lotus-eaters are so dangerous is because, like Calypso and Circe and the 

sirens’ song, the Lotus-eaters offer satiation, an abbreviated narrative, the immediate 

satisfaction of a realized nostos.  The Lotus-eaters seem benign, pleasant strangers.  But the 

intoxicating satisfaction of the lotus fruit works to blunt Odysseus’ men’s awareness of 

themselves and their memory of any love beyond the lotus fruit.  With the loss of the desire 

for home, they are in danger of collapsing.  The error of the lotus fruit is the error of 

misplaced desire, the loss of the recognition, memory and desire for home.64  The same error 

is evident, but in an even more frightening key, when in Apollonius’ Argonautica Jason 

himself is “paralyzed by a sense of utter helplessness” at having accidentally abandoned 

Heracles in a treacherous land, and instead of stirring his men (as Aeneas purposes to do when 

his men despair at being shipwrecked on the Carthaginian shore) from their quarrel over the 

mistake, “added no word to either side of the dispute.  He sat and ate his heart out, crushed by 

the calamity.”65 The unusual timidity of “resourceless Jason” in Apollonius’ romance leaves 

us regularly in doubt that this “unheroic” version of Jason will have a desire and courage 

sufficient to lead his men, cope with his sufferings (including the fierce passion of Medea and 
                                                           
63 Thornton, Eros: The Myth of Ancient Greek Sexuality, 13. 

 
64 Homer, The Odyssey, 9.106-10. 

 
65 Apollonius of Rhodes, Jason and the Golden Fleece: The Argonautica, trans. by Richard 

Hunter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), II.1286.   
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her murderous father), obtain the golden fleece, and return home to reclaim the rule of Iolcos 

from Pelias.    

 Moreover, the magical properties of the lotus fruit to alter perception and desire 

illustrates how in romance the magical and the miraculous themselves can mislead.  Error in 

romance is not merely personal it is also metaphysical, since as often as there are instances of 

miracle and wonder in romance, these miracles are just as often false appearances or divine 

deceptions, misleading representation of the gods.  This is the case because the metaphysical 

realm of romance is neither univocal nor fully accessible to the protagonist of classical 

romance.  The gods are as active as they are furtive, as often opposed as they are in favor of 

the protagonist’s homecoming.  Divine aid as well as divine affliction are mediated through 

the phenomenal world and so are subject to the variabilities of human perception and desire.  

As often as not, the trials of romance are erotic trials rooted in apate, divine deception, which 

is also always a form of sensory deception (Calypso’s beauty, Circe’s voice) since romantic 

knowledge can only come through the limitations of the embodied subject.  Since perception 

is either distorted or clarified by desire, the experience of the marvelous in romance is 

typically equivocal.66  

 Thus, the romance narrative is marked at every twist and turn by this ongoing 

education out of hamartia, the continual need to recognize failures of attention, devotion, 

expectation and action that would disable the return to one’s nostos and self-manifestation.  

                                                           
66 The tragic episode with the Sun God Helios reminds us of the furtive place of the gods as 

external orders of causation which the figure of romance rarely glimpses clearly.  For the 

Odyssey even to begin (or should we say, resume?), Odysseus must overcome the temptations 

of the nymph Calypso, which are both erotic (her beauty and her offer of unending sexual 

pleasure) and metaphysical (her offer of immortality).  The Odyssey begins, thus, with 

Odysseus’ refusal of immediate bodily and metaphysical pleasures, in favor of the trials of 

mortality and a merely hoped-for, but far from certain, nostos.   
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For error reminds the figure of romance of his creatureliness and the ultimately ineluctable 

way of all flesh.  But error also haunts the figure of romance with the recurrent inability of 

human beings to master themselves or the world around them because of the destructive 

nature of disordered desire, the failure to distinguish appearances from actualities.   Suffering 

in romance is typically the result of such errors of desire, which are errors of “sight,” or 

judgment.  Error, in romance, initiates a skeptical crisis in the romance figure, one that both 

enervates and enlivens.  Error forces the romance figure to either gain the wisdom that comes 

through suffering––pathei mathos, in Aeschylus’ phrase––or succumb to a similar fate. 

 While error in classical romance centers on the peculiar susceptibility of the aristoi to 

think the world in absolute accordance with its appearances––since this ideality of 

representation-as-interpretation is what the aristoi require to justify themselves and the rule of 

their class––the error central to scriptural romance is that of interpreting deity according to 

creatural perception, desire, and definition.  Error in scriptural romance occurs when one 

submits deity to the a priori grammar of human sensation and desire, rather than submitting 

such grammar to the self-interpretation deity performs.  So error or “sin” for the disciples in 

Luke-Acts is in the first place to fall prey to the seduction of the evident sense of things, 

whether phenomenal or verbal––to seize, as it were, interpretive control from God and God’s 

self-revelation in history.  This error of understanding leads to the abortion of God’s purpose 

in the human creature67 and so breaks communion between creator and creature.  “Sin” in this 

way is self-marginalization from God and his purposes through self-service68, which in Luke 

is figured as a refusal to follow Jesus as God’s messiah and his teachings about the Kingdom 
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of God.69  Forgiveness from God and “repentance” on the part of the sinner are required in 

order for communion to be restored.70    

Yet in Luke “sin” as one’s personal marginalization from God is not the only or even 

the greatest obstacle at times to discipleship.  As often as “sinner” is a term used by Jesus or 

the author of Luke to describe an individual’s rejection of God, it is a term levelled by those 

in power to describe those whose way of life has made them marginal to a dominant group: “a 

‘sinner’ is an outsider.”71  Those who are socially disreputable, such as prostitutes and tax-

collectors,72 or those whose infirmities have made them strangers to normative social behavior 

and relations are regularly the subject of scorn and exclusion by the Pharisees and religious 

leaders Jesus encounters.73  Jesus asserts God’s attention toward those so excluded and 

teaches that those who truly seek God will admit the socially marginalized to their care and 

communion:  

‘When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or 

your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may invite you in return, and you would 

be repaid.  But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and 

the blind.  And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be 
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repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.’74  

A sign, in other words, of one’s own sin or failure to see and behave as God sees and purposes 

is the way one treats and designates “sinners,” a teaching the examples of Levi, Zaccheus, and 

the parable of the Good Samaritan make vivid.75  Salvation from sin thus begins to look 

increasingly like status-reversal in Luke’s Gospel, both for the outsider that is brought in and 

the insider or self-justified person that is humbled by finding themselves already outside 

God’s community and purposes.  This is an almost direct inversion of classical romance’s 

education out of error, which culminates in the restoration of the status quo.   

In Luke this two-sided status reversal is performed simultaneously when Jesus speaks 

in parables to audiences of mixed social and religious status.  Luke is clear, for example, that 

Jesus begins teaching in parables in Luke 15 as a direct response to the religious leaders’ 

disgusted reaction to the crowds of tax collectors and sinners that have gathered to hear him.76  

After the last of these parables, the Parable of the Shrewd Manager, Luke writes,  

The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus.  He said to  

them, ‘You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of others, but God knows 

your hearts. What people value highly is detestable in God’s sight.’   

Jesus’ parables provoke hamartia in order to expose the a priori grammar of belief, 

experience, and culture that one must be educated out of in order to truly “see” as God sees.77  

Parables expose and unravel the anthropocentric error of analogical thinking that seeks to 
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75 Ibid. 5:27-32; 19:1-10; 10:25-37. 

 
76 Ibid. 15:1-2. 
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think of God according to human terms, anxieties, and desires.78 By targeting the errors of the 

religious elite in particular, Jesus’ parables reveal the way in which all, even putatively 

“religious” intellection and perception are inherently predicated on prior commitments and 

types of belief rather than on some unmediated access to the bruta facta of the world, the self, 

other minds, and God.79  The parables of the lost sheep, lost coin, and prodigal son do similar 

work while highlighting God’s preference for the discarded and the lowly.  Jesus’ parables 

thus confront both the error of self-condemnation and the error of self-justification—two 

forms of hubris—by performing what the parables describe: drawing in those who have 

drawn near to Jesus out of a genuine desire for God and alienating those who have already 

made themselves alien to God’s ways.  Both speech-acts alienate their subjects from a prior 

identity or mode of self-perception, establishing a new criterion and vantage from which 

meaning and self-understanding are to be drawn, a perspective unavailable without the 

mediation of Jesus and his teaching and utterly contrary to the humanly ideal.  Those who will 

become disciples are those able to allow this experience of alienation to educate them out of 

their assumptions into a new mode of analogical reasoning.   

This is no simple procedure.  Luke is as much a record of failures to understand80 and 

follow Jesus as it is an exhortation to and description of that form of life.  Indeed, the majority 

of scenes in Luke’s Gospel describe the misunderstandings, disputes and divisions 

experienced by the crowds that gather,81 the religious leaders,82 and Jesus’ own hand-selected 
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disciples83 concerning Jesus’ teachings, whether doctrinal84 or quotidian,85 whether related to 

faithful understanding86 or related to faithful action.87   Some of these errors, however, are 

intentional, insofar as they pertain to prophetic utterances Christ makes about his future death 

and resurrection: “But they did not understand this saying, and it was concealed from them, so 

that they might not perceive it. And they were afraid to ask him about this saying."  The 

education proper to discipleship is progressive and historically situated.  The trials of time, 

space, and the body, as well as the mind, are the arena in which the spiritual consists. 

 Because of this progressive education of desire and understanding, Luke places a great 

emphasis on the special capacity of those who travelled with Jesus and witnessed his 

resurrection to guide the church in its early formation: “and for many days he was seen by 

those who had traveled with him from Galilee to Jerusalem.  They are now his witnesses to 

our people.”88  Only those who travelled the way (hodos) with Jesus in his earthly life and 

ministry are qualified to be witnesses to and teachers of later disciples, because the erotika 

pathemata of discipleship in Luke are intensely bodily and intimate: the disciples travel with 
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Jesus;89 they eat with Jesus;90 they are almost never out of earshot of him unless he 

deliberately removes himself for a time to pray.91  Even in their encounter with various trials–

–the demonic, hunger, storms, possible shipwreck, and death––he is often very near, if not in 

their midst.  They see him act, touch, heal, feed.  They hear him teach, admonish and forgive.  

They are always alongside, following.  This intimate education, however, does not make their 

understanding unproblematic or their faith invulnerable.  In fact, oftentimes the disciples’ 

failures to understand his teaching or act in accordance with his words are a result of the 

hubris this nearness engenders, the reckless sense of privileged access and the notion that 

proximity confers wisdom.92   

Proximity, Luke is clear, does not guarantee understanding, in as much as it confuses 

appearances for actualities, nor does it ineluctably solidify devotion, as the case of Judas 

Iscariot makes so clear.93  This is so because understanding is only possible in the presence of 

faith, the rational and affective trust in God’s fidelity to his creatures despite all appearances 

to the contrary.  Faith is spousal fidelity either in the absence of the other spousal figure or in 

the absence of absolute certainty regarding the spouse’s fidelity.  So it is not nearness only but 

the process of learning to exercise active fidelity along the paths of pilgrimage that is essential 

for disciples to be educated out of the erotic failures of doubt, idolatry, and despair.94   
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In the language of scriptural romance this education out of error is the movement from 

sin to salvation, the ongoing process of repentance, forgiveness, and transformation.  And just 

as sin or error was never only a discrete quality of the will or intellect, so the education that 

salvation describes does not occur isolated from the social sphere.  More specifically, the 

maturity of personal discipleship and reception of salvation is part and parcel of one’s 

incorporation into the new community of the church: “[I]t is precisely Jesus’ radical openness 

in table fellowship in the Gospel of Luke that stands as a model and reproach to the Christian 

community in Acts as it struggles with ethnic and religious lines at the table.”95  In other 

words, the wedding or spousal reunion typical of classical romance is figured in scriptural 

romance as the communion not of an abstracted soul with God but of a body belonging to 

other bodies in and as the bride of Christ,96 bodies whose former networks of belonging are 

irrelevant to their standing in the new community of faith.97  Those previously excluded from 

God and from society are freed from both personal and social sin and incorporated into a new 

community predicated on God’s action and God’s will rather than social status or human 

authority.     

Even the most cursory glance at Luke-Acts should suffice to explode any notion that 

the spiritual pilgrimage of discipleship was an obvious and uniform procedure for the early 

Christians.  The record of Luke-Acts is that the disciple’s life is an extremely untidy one, a 

pilgrimage marked by a perpetual skepticism about one’s own understanding of God and his 

work in the world, a life wherein the life of the Spirit through the law of love only by fits and 
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starts eventually might go to seed and take root, and always only ever in spite of each 

member’s inability to perceive the whole at any one instance.  To break with familiar modes 

of identitarian thinking, to break with forms of life that were based on different loves and a 

differently-oriented trajectory of oneself in the world, is necessarily to experience suffering 

and alienation.  Yet through this erotika pathemata the disciples in Luke learn to recognize 

their status as the viator or parepidémos of a scriptural romance,98 the pilgrim or sojourner 

mythically (originally) estranged from God and the world––whose encounters with the 

Christian God in historical life through this God’s revealed, which is to say alien, muthos 

work progressively to educate the disciple into a new order of love and thus a new order of 

meaning.  

This education reverses the direction of the anthropocentric model of knowledge-

creation by providing a new, external word that creates through its own logic and operation a 

new order of meaning from which, rather even than toward which (what might be described as 

a nomic, or law-based education), faith reasons.  An education out of error in Luke means to 

receive from God the intellective interpretation of visual and verbal phenomena and only then 

to construct an analogy from human experience to its possible, provisional, spiritual meaning.  

Since this is always a dialectical procedure, the analogies and interpretations of the disciples 

of Jesus are regularly revised in light of further revelation and further experience.   

Yet this is ultimately not an intellective but an erotic education out of error since faith 

describes a way of life based on a spousal devotion to Christ.  Fath’s reasoning always only 

follows from a re-ordering of one’s loves, much in the way Odysseus’s renewed devotion to 

Penelope provokes his heartache and eventual release from the island of Calypso.  This 
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pivotal moment in classical romance is the embrace of mortality over immortality, the 

embrace of the weakening and aging body—his own and Penelope’s—over the eternal vitality 

of life on Ogygia. And while it may seem in classical romance to be the heroic sacrifice of 

personal, unending pleasure for the sake of true, spousal devotion, it is also Odysseus’s heroic 

reconcilition with death.  For Odysseus, this acceptance of death and fate is the moment of his 

self-recovery, the spur that sets him forth, with the considerable aid of Athena, from the place 

of shipwreck and disorientation and presentist pleasures, homeward.  Even in the great ur-

romance of the classical world, death is the last word for all our loves.  

In Luke, the last and greatest error the disciples must confront is the belief that death is 

the end of the story we are, the traditional acceptance that life’s consummation is in death, 

that thanatos is life’s true spouse and ultimate index of meaning.  The crucifixion of Jesus on 

the hill of Golgotha raises the most unexpected and difficult hurdle of human hamartia and 

hubris and poses the greatest threat to faith in Jesus.  Inverting traditional notions of human 

glory and divine power, the crucified flesh of Jesus is the glory of God and the locus of 

salvation history.  To undergo this final and ultimate status reversal, the disciples in Luke are 

confronted with the empty tomb and an angelic riposte: “’Why do you seek the living among 

the dead?  He is not here, but has risen.’”99  The disciples’ resignation to the status quo of the 

tragic can only be overcome by the unexpected experience of the resurrected flesh of Jesus on 

the road to Emmaus,100 or in the upper room,101 by the tearing of the great veil that separated 
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God’s holiness from profane life,102 by the sight of an empty tomb and the running women 

who have seen and heard a new word103: that death itself has been swallowed up in life, that 

tragedy has been broken open by a great romance.  

 

 

Thaumazein 

 Thaumazein derives from the Greek word for spectacle, or an astonishment of the 

senses (thauma meaning “a thing to look at or behold”), so it is fitting that much of the 

“wonder” in classical romance especially plays on this faculty of perception as coincident 

with the act of interpretation.  The marvelous challenges or seduces the protagonist of 

romance because it is a phenomena that does not accord with expectation, with the way in 

which we typically construe the world according to our perceptions.  In the world of classical 

romance the protagonist’s identity as aristocrat, as the man of excellence and nobility, means 

that his perception of the world is shaped in accordance with his perception of himself as the 

kalos kagathos.  Since the success of aristocratic rule depends on the honor (time) others 

render the aristocratic ruler for his perceived excellencies, his glory (kleos), the protagonist of 

classical romance, as one so deeply committed to the similitude of appearances and 

actualities, is as a result uniquely vulnerable to deception according to appearances.  One, like 

Odysseus, whose honor and glory are equally expressed in the shining surfaces of Achilles’ 

famous armor, will be peculiarly susceptible to marvels that mean other than they appear to 

mean.  This is the cause of the protagonist’s fall into error, and his education out of it is one 
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that teaches him to suspend judgment, recognize deception––whether divine or human––and 

the re-evaluate his interpretation of the phenomenal world.   

 It is in the exploration or appearance of the thaumazein, or its several iterations––

muthodes, teras, dunamis, endoxon, paradoxon, et al.––that romance is distinguished further 

in its understanding of the way in which humankind experiences and interprets the world.  To 

elaborate on an earlier distinction, Vernant describes how the  

same opposition between on the one hand the muthodes, the marvellous, suited to oral 

expression and poetic genres (Plato, Rep., 522a 8; Timaeus, 26e 5), and on the other 

the alethinos logos, truthful discourse, reappears in the philosophers and arouses the 

same response to muthos which, in its narrative form, is compared to old wives’ tales 

(muthos graos: Gorgias, 527a 4) such as nurses tell to amuse or frighten children.104 

Importantly, and the fundamental reason its regular appearance in muthos was so distasteful to 

Plato, the role of the marvelous in romance is critically ambivalent.  Most often the magical, 

or the marvelous, stands in for a different kind of wonder––the experience of the supernatural, 

about which Plato had much more absolute and austere things to say than did Homer.105  In 

other words, the experience of marvels in romance often raises more questions than it answers 

since the critical purpose of such representations is to express, on the one hand, the 

disorienting effects of encountering unexpected phenomena, and on the other hand, the 

difficulty of interpreting phenomena whose logic and expression proceed from a realm 
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beyond the natural––which is to say paradigmatic––order of things.106  In this way the 

marvelous can just as easily instigate the fall from the status quo into hamartia or hubris that 

the protagonist of romance must be educated out of as it can provide beneficial effects.  

Moreover, in its role as unexpected phenomena demanding a provisional interpretation, the 

marvelous can just as easily remain unexplained as to its actuality and so function as a sheer 

experience of the vulnerability and contingency of both human reason and power.107  This is 

all to say that while the witnessing of marvels and the appearance of magical objects in 

romance seems to be about the marvels and the objects themselves, such appearances and 

objects are really about the persons who encounter them and the interpretations they perform 

upon them.108  

                                                           
106 Consider the odd ring worn by Lancelot, which causes the two lions on the sword-bridge to 

suddenly vanish in Chretien’s Chevalier de la Charrette.  See Staines, David, ed., The 

Complete Romances of Chretien de Troyes (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 

2010). 

 
107 For the ubiquity in medieval romance of this phenomena, see Caroline Walker Bynum’s 

Metamorphosis and Identity (New York: Zone Books, 2001): 38-75.  See Sir Thomas Malory, 

Le Morte D’Arthur: The Winchester Manuscript, ed. by Helen Cooper (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1998), i.280 (VI.15). 

  
108 See Helen Cooper on “Magic that Doesn’t Work” in The English Romance in Time 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), where she notes, “The magic is not important in 

itself, but for what it reveals: human qualities at their highest can be appreciated to the full 

only when they are measured against the supernatural, not when they operate in conjunction 

with it.  What we are invited to marvel at is not the magic, but at courage and endurance 

unaided by magic” (143; 137-172). Just so, in the Odyssey the marvelous gift of the bag filled 

with Aeolus’ winds abruptly shifts from a gift that promised homecoming to a catastrophe 

that prevents it through an unfortunate act of interpretation (a suspicious, or at least greedy, 

curiosity) on the part of Odysseus’ men while he is asleep.  Similarly, Circe’s thaumaturgy 

works upon Odysseus’ men to render them according to their activity––swine engorged with a 

honey-sweetened pottage of meal and cheese, dull with wine from an enchanted cup.  But it is 

also the marvelous aid of Athena through Hermes that equips the more cautious and cunning 

Odysseus with the moly herb that will help him resist the sorceress’ enchantments. 
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In other words, while the received world of romance is shot through with marvels and 

the metaphysical, the emphasis of romance is on the education of the subject’s desire 

precisely in the face of the opacity, even impenetrability, of such forces.109  The paradox 

accrues to the classical romance from the start since it is the aristocrat’s excellence that entails 

the attention, for good and ill, of the gods.  Odysseus is beloved by the goddess Athena, his 

patron, and opposed throughout by Poseidon.  So the gods themselves are participants in the 

erotika pathemata of the aristoi, compelling or repelling the protagonist from or toward their 

fate.  So the in medias res introduction of Odysseus in the Odyssey finds him captive for 

seven years on Calypso’s island, caught between the immediate and in many ways irresistible 

eroticism of Calypso and his unshakeable desire to return to Penelope and Ithaca.110  The 

romance figure’s relationship to the metaphysical is thus simultaneously interpretive and 

experimental in nature––provisional and accumulative.  The goal of the polutropos is not to 

solve metaphysical problems in the abstract, but to learn how to reconcile the self to oikos and 

polis––in effect, how to live at all––in a world rife with metaphysical forces, dilemmas and 

ultimate uncertainty.   Both subjective desire and the desires of the gods work dialectically to 
                                                           
109 Even if that education leads to the devotion to a patron god.  Again, see Apuleius’ The 

Golden Ass and Xenephon’s Ephesiaca. 

  
110 Then resourceful Odysseus spoke in turn and answered her:  

   ‘Goddess and queen, do not be angry with me.  I myself know 

   that all you say is true and that circumspect Penelope  

   can never match the impression you make for beauty and stature.   

   She is mortal after all, and you are immortal and ageless. 

   But even so, what I want and all my days I pine for 

   is to go back to my house and see my day of homecoming.   

   And if some god batters me far out on the wine-blue water, 

   I will endure it, keeping a stubborn spirit inside me, 

   for already I have suffered much and done much hard work 

   on the waves and in the fighting.  So let this adventure follow.’ 

       (V.214-25)    
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create the polutropus.111  And it is only through becoming the polutropus actively, in adapting 

to contingency and revising one’s expectations in light of one’s experiences, that the 

protagonist can successfully survive the received world, achieve self-knowledge and, 

ultimately, nostos—his home-coming, true knowledge of his beloved, the final telos of his 

will and desire.  Only through self-mastery and dexterity, through the acceptance of his 

limitations and an accurate assessment of contingency, can the figure of classical romance 

figure overcome endless diversions, errors, and ever-encroaching tragedy, and regain his 

beloved.    

 Yet even in the Odyssey, where the realm of the gods itself is much less the focus of 

our attention than it is in the Iliad, it is still more often than not the supernatural––whether in 

the thaumaturgical form of Circe or Calypso, Athena or Poseidon, even Zeus himself––that 

seems capable finally of either preventing or allowing nostos.  That classical romance is not 

always a straightforward species of providentialist discourse, though, is down to the equivocal 

and contentious nature not only of the human figures and their interpretations but of the gods 

themselves.  After all, outside of later expectations instantiated by the development of the 

scriptural romance tradition, there is no particular reason to believe that at any given moment 

Poseidon will not drown Odysseus and achieve his revenge for the blinding of Polyphemus.112  

Nor is Odysseus-as-protagonist an absolute protection since we see the muse’s invocation of 

Achilles in the prologue of the Iliad fail to keep Achilles from being yet another mournful 

                                                           
111 Consider again how in the Ephesiaca it is Habercomes’ denial of the god Eros and the 

god’s revenge on him that creates the story and trials of his love for Anthia. 

 
112 As Odysseus is king of an island, the odds of defying the god of the sea seem decidedly 

against him, at any rate.  Even the prologue is no protection here, since we are told nothing of 

Odysseus’ successful homecoming, only that Helios successfully “took away the day of 

[Odysseus’ men’s] homecoming” because they ate the Sungod’s cattle.  
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shade Odysseus encounters in his journey to the netherworld.  Classical romance is a narrative 

filled with marvels, spectacles and metaphysical forces, but its universe is one ultimately 

fixed by fate and the fickle nature of competing gods.  It tells a more hopeful story than 

tragedy, but its hope is temporary, because its metaphysics are finally bound to tragic 

experience, steered by fate, subject to arbitrary and impenetrable forces.   

 

At the beginning of his public ministry Luke tells us that Jesus performed many 

wonders, such as physical healings and demonic exorcisms.  Yet Luke also distinguishes 

between these wonders and Jesus’ ministry of proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, 

enumerating at several places an uneasy and unclear relationship between the performing of 

signs and wonders and the spreading of the gospel message.  The scene at Simon Peter’s 

house in Luke 4 is representative: 

As the sun was setting, all those who had any who were sick with various kinds of 

diseases brought them to him; and he laid his hands on each of them and cured them.  

Demons also came out of many, shouting, “You are the Son of God!” But he rebuked 

them and would not allow them to speak, because they knew that he was the Messiah.  

At daybreak he departed and went into a deserted place. And the crowds were looking 

for him; and when they reached him, they wanted to prevent him from leaving them.  

But he said to them, “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the 

other cities also; for I was sent for this purpose.”  So he continued proclaiming the 

message in the synagogues of Judea. 

 

The immediate result of Jesus’ healings and exorcisms is the gathering of great crowds that 

restrict his movement and restrain his actual purpose.  At first, Jesus escapes into solitude, but 

when the crowds discover him they try to prevent him from leaving, the implication being that 

they are seeking more wonders.  The spectacle of the miraculous in Luke-Acts regularly 

inhibits Jesus from achieving his primary purpose, which as he says in Luke 4 is to “proclaim 

the good news of the Kingdom of God.”  So while Luke describes how Jesus works signs and 
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wonders of healing throughout his travels because he “felt compassion” for the crowds, these 

marvels often come at a cost.  Invariably they create a crowd hungry not for the challenging 

message of the kingdom, but for the immediate satisfactions of the miraculous.  Jesus warns 

such crowds that he will not perform miracles where there is no faith.113  In other words, the 

miraculous will not be offered as a replacement for or instigation of true faith, only as its 

confirmation.  With the healing of the woman with the issue of blood Jesus is clear, 

“Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace.”114  For the Roman centurion whose 

servant had fallen ill, such is his faith that he asks the Lord not even to trouble with traveling 

to his home,   

‘But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed.  For I also am a man set under 

authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, 

‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the slave does it.”  When Jesus 

heard this he was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd that followed him, he said, 

‘I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.’  When those who had been sent 

returned to the house, they found the slave in good health.115 

Faith is trust in the authority of the Lord’s word, prior to, or in the absence of, evident 

blessing or preferment.   

 True faith in Luke’s gospel is founded in the character and authority of God based on 

the hiddenness of the prophetic word, the message of God’s kingdom, which unlike the 

kingdom of Man is not an immediately apparent order of meaning.  Faith runs contrary to the 

                                                           
113 Lk. 4:23-30. 

 
114 Ibid. 8:48. 

 
115 Ibid. 7:7-10. 
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evident sense of the world, to the traditional or paradigmatic order of meaning, the status quo 

of classical romance that equates the apparent with the actual, the beautiful with the good.  

When Jesus is traveling to the home of Jairus, a synagogue leader, to heal his sick daughter, 

Luke tells us: 

While he was still speaking, someone came from the leader’s house to say, ‘Your 

daughter is dead; do not trouble the teacher any longer.’  When Jesus heard this, he 

replied, ‘Do not fear. Only believe, and she will be saved.’  When he came to the 

house, he did not allow anyone to enter with him, except Peter, John, and James, and 

the child’s father and mother.  They were all weeping and wailing for her; but he said, 

‘Do not weep; for she is not dead but sleeping.’  And they laughed at him, knowing 

that she was dead.  But he took her by the hand and called out, ‘Child, get up!’  Her 

spirit returned, and she got up at once. Then he directed them to give her something to 

eat.  Her parents were astounded; but he ordered them to tell no one what had 

happened.116 

 

To discourage the gathering of crowds for the sake of mere spectacle Jesus begins to tell 

individuals, like Jairus and his wife, not to speak widely about it.117  The miracles Jesus 

performs are acts of compassion meant to bless particular individuals not to stir crowds.  It 

becomes unsurprising that acts of wonder––as evident, sensual phenomena––again and again 

distract individuals from the message of the kingdom of God.   

 For Luke one of the central temptations the devil uses in the desert to draw Christ into 

faithlessness is the enticement to perform an unnecessary wonder:  

Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 

saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is 

written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ and ‘On their 

                                                           
116 Ibid. 8:49-56. 

 
117 Ibid. 
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hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’118   

It is a temptation to spectacle, to secure a public fame and following by performing an 

heavenly astonishment.  Yet the tempter is even more subtle, invoking the prophetic word as a 

justification.  Jesus’ rebuke, then, lies not only in his rejection of cajoling faith through 

spectacle apart from the proclamation of the kingdom of God, but in his rejection of the 

misinterpretation of the word of the Lord.  In other words, the problem with wonder is the 

problem of interpretation.  Put simply, miracles do not interpret themselves.  Ten lepers may 

be healed, but nine depart in complete ignorance of the person and purpose of the miracle-

worker.119  The purpose of the miraculous in Jesus’ ministry is to confirm the veracity of his 

word and the saving plan of God in history.  As Peter recalls on the day of Pentecost in Acts:  

‘Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with 

mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you 

yourselves know”––this man, handed over to you according to the definite plan and 

foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of those outside the law.  

But God raised him up, having freed him from death, because it was impossible for 

him to be held in its power.’120 

For Luke the role of thaumazein in Jesus’ ministry is to demonstrate (apodedeigmenon) the 

authentic, divine nature of the salvation message Jesus is and brings,121 as when Jesus sends 

                                                           
118 Ibid. 4:9-11. 

 
119 Ibid. 17:10-19. 

 
120 Acts 2:23-4. 

 
121 A representative scene is Luke 5: 17-26: “One day, while he was teaching, Pharisees and 

teachers of the law were sitting near by (they had come from every village of Galilee and 

Judea and from Jerusalem); and the power of the Lord was with him to heal.  Just then some 
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out the twelve: “[He] gave them power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases, 

and he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal.”122  Yet time and again 

those who experience, or witness, the marvelous are not brought under the authority of Jesus’ 

teachings; in fact, as Peter notes, Jesus’ several public miracles and wonders did nothing to 

prevent his own slaughter by the same people who witnessed them.   

 Thaumazein, or its several synonyms123 in Luke-Acts can be taken for objects or 

events independent of God, things that allure, but, apart from faith, do not mean beyond their 

sensual effects.  As effects that do not interpret themselves, they can only be understood 

rightly through and as the confirmation of genuine faith in the word of the kingdom of God.  

In this context, Luke’s account of the two on the road to Emmaus is a clear reversal of the 

type of astonishment that does not result in faith.  In this episode, as we have seen previously 

in the context of xenia, the resurrected Jesus remains hidden as he walks with the mournful 

disciples.  The slowness of the disciples to believe is based on their inability to interpret the 

scriptures (“beginning with Moses and all the prophets”) in light of Jesus’ teachings, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

men came, carrying a paralyzed man on a bed. They were trying to bring him in and lay him 

before Jesus; but finding no way to bring him in because of the crowd, they went up on the 

roof and let him down with his bed through the tiles into the middle of the crowd in front of 

Jesus.  When he saw their faith, he said, ‘Friend, your sins are forgiven you.’  Then the scribes 

and the Pharisees began to question, “Who is this who is speaking blasphemies? Who can 

forgive sins but God alone?’  When Jesus perceived their questionings, he answered them, 

‘Why do you raise such questions in your hearts?  Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are 

forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and walk’?  But so that you may know that the Son of Man 

has authority on earth to forgive sins’—he said to the one who was paralyzed—‘I say to you, 

stand up and take your bed and go to your home.’  Immediately he stood up before them, took 

what he had been lying on, and went to his home, glorifying God.  Amazement seized all of 

them, and they glorified God and were filled with awe, saying, ‘We have seen strange things 

today.’”  

  
122 Lk. 9:1-2. 

 
123 Semeion, teras, dunamis, endoxon, pradoxon, et al.   



62 
 

personality, and fate, their unwillingness to believe the testimony of the women (who 

“astounded” them with their testimony) concerning the empty tomb, because of the absolutely 

evident and shattering spectacle of Jesus’ crucifixion.  Under the aspect of unbelief, Jesus 

remains hidden to them, but his interpretation of the scriptures begins to stir their faith and 

understanding.  They offer him hospitality because they have begun to think of him in more 

personal terms than a naïve stranger.  When Jesus blesses, breaks, and gives them the bread 

“their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight.”  After 

the blessing and giving of the bread of his teaching on the road and the blessing and giving of 

the bread of the covenant at their own table, it is left to the disciples’ faith to make visible and 

coherent the reality of Jesus’ resurrection in their ordinary experience and understanding.  

This faith, in other words, is the ability to interpret the marvel of the resurrection as the plan 

and power of God, and to understand the plan and power of God in history as the resurrection 

of Jesus of Nazareth.  For Luke, the purpose of all the wonders recorded in his gospel 

culminates in the astonishment at Emmaus, the sudden realization, after the slow-boil of more 

than three years of discipleship, after the careful interpretation of scripture, and after 

participating in the Lord’s supper, that “God is whoever raised Jesus from the dead, having 

before raised Israel from Egypt.”      

 For Luke it is only by believing in the resurrection of a body publicly mutilated by 

religious and state authorities that we may know the one true God.  The apparent disaster of 

crucifixion erupts in the actuality of resurrection, the expectations and experience even of 

Jesus’ disciples reversed in a moment of extraordinary surprise:  

While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, 

‘Peace be with you.’  They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were 

seeing a ghost.  He said to them, ‘Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in 
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your hearts?  Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself.  Touch me and see; 

for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.’  And when he had 

said this, he showed them his hands and his feet.  While in their joy they were 

disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’  

They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate in their presence.124 

  

The confession of Luke’s gospel is not the confession of an abstraction but the confession of 

the unexpected resurrection of blood and bone: the miracle, it turns out, is that faith is finally 

sensual.  It eats and speaks and holds forth wounded hands and feet for ordinary men and 

women to see and touch.  It is not an ethnic nor a civic right or possession but a gift that 

requires intellective and somatic participation.  That Luke does not end his story here, but 

continues it into the Acts of the Apostles means that the pilgrim of scriptural romance must 

now learn to incorporate and persevere in the way of the risen Lord, to undertake the life-long 

narrative of the spiritual quest whereby a human being, as an embodied and feeling intellect, 

an ensouled body whose desire and devotion are inseparable from its reason, wanders serially 

through an historical world that does not yet appear as it will.     

 

 

Xenia 

 As the andros polutropos wandering among strange cities and strange minds, the 

protagonist of classical romance is also always subject to the twists and turns of xenia, the 

reciprocal relationship between two xenoi, typically of equal social rank.  The word xenos 

itself is a verbal polutropos that can stand alternately for “foreigner,” “stranger,” “guest,” 

“host,” or “friend,” depending on the context.  This malleability highlights the variable and 

absolutely contingent nature of guest-host relationships in romance.  Separated from her 

                                                           
124 Lk. 24:36-42. 
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community the xenon of romance encounters other lands and communities as a foreigner, 

first, and, if unknown to that person or that community, as a stranger, second.  If the stranger 

is invited to cross the threshold of a household, the stranger becomes a guest and the 

householder a host.  The extraordinarily serious nature of xenia and its attendant obligations 

are underwritten, of course, by Zeus, the god of xenia, so that any guest who mistreats their 

host––as Paris does Menelaus––is understood to have violated Zeus himself.  So xenia is not 

merely a pragmatic but a deeply ethical and divinely sanctioned practice of establishing 

reciprocal human (even generational) bonds.  And it is based in a particular moment of 

vulnerability and need experienced by a particular wanderer at a particular moment in time.  

As an ethical relationship of genuine reciprocity, wherever possible, a traveling xenon would 

seek hospitality at the door of her equal.    

 As an ethical category, xenia is based in the indefinite and contingent, the particular 

circumstances wherein anyone of any station at any time may find themselves a stranger in a 

strange land, far from home, and in need of care to continue on their way.  So to fulfill xenia 

is an expression, ultimately, of sophia, the understanding of ones one contingency and the 

limits and vulnerability of all mortal, creaturely life.  This vulnerability is all the more 

outraged when it is exploited by negative xenia, when hosts become hostile or guests 

adulterers and thieves.  The scene with Polyphemus is morbidly perverse in this way: rather 

than providing his guests a feast, the cyclops feasts upon his guests.  Yet amid the horrors of 

the cyclops’ cave, Homer shows us the essential role rhetoric plays in navigating xenia, 

whether in securing its blessing or escaping its catastrophe.  Famously, Odysseus’ rhetoric 

and cunning lead to the blinding of Polyphemus and the offering of Odysseus’ name as Outis, 

“Nobody,” which prevents Polyphemus’ fellow cyclopes from coming to his aid.  However, 
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once Odysseus escapes with his remaining men, he cannot resist calling back to the cyclops 

and giving his true name, “...Laertes his father and Ithaca his home…”  Error, as mentioned 

earlier, imperils the wanderer who thinks he has eluded the grasp of negative xenia.  It is this 

error that leads Poseidon to sabotage the nostos of his maimed son’s attacker, creating 

Odysseus’ future trials and causing further troubles for his household in Ithaca.  This hubris 

of speech exhibits even the great polutropos’ capability for amathia, for understanding his 

capacity and place in the order of things wrongly.  The protagonist of romance is a man of 

great cunning and arete, but he is not outside the reach of the gods. 

  Rhetoric is a component of the ethical, of xenia, because it is concerned with the 

indefinite and contingent, with what can only be known and decided in particulars.125  Since 

the erotic investments of romance emphasize the way in which human beings are sensual and 

visual creatures, the rhetorical becomes a crucial avenue through which the figure of romance 

is able to revise and reshape both her understanding and her encounter with the world.126  

Rhetoric, for the romance figure, is the means of negotiating the difference between 

appearances and actualities.  In romance, rhetoric, like xenia, is a relational form of 

knowledge rooted in and delimited by the practical contingencies and frailties of being, and 

becoming, human.127  The blessings and curses of xenia are often tipped one way or another 

by rhetoric, because rhetoric for the polutropos simply is the recognition that we have, at any 
                                                           
125 Subsequently, when he is washed ashore the island of Scheria, Odysseus is much less 

willing to offer his true name, even to secure help from the princess Nausicaa.  Instead, he 

uses a carefully crafted speech to gain her trust and an invitation to the hall of the Phaeacians. 

 
126 Stripped bare at the feet of Nausicaa Odysseus has only verbal signs by which to 

communicate his nobility and peaceful purpose among the Phaeacians. 

 
127 Odysseus’ fame and notoriety are rooted in his ability to use words to reshape situations to 

his advantage.  Othello is regarded for the same capacity. 
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given moment, only mediated access to the world via our sense perceptions, and those very 

sense-perceptions are also-always-already shaped by our signifying, symbolic and verbal 

responses to stimuli.  The romance protagonist’s wandering among “many cities of men” will 

only avoid ruin and lead to his nostos if he is able to gain favor or wield cunning by “learning 

their minds” and so shaping his self-expression to myriad xenoi in a manner that is both 

plausible and equitable.128  The rhetorical and the ethical are the key categories of xenia the 

protagonist of romance must learn to navigate in order to secure his homecoming.    

  

 When Jesus sends out the seventy in Luke 10, he is deliberately sending them out 

under the auspices of xenia.  He does not allow them to carry extra resources––purse, bags, 

sandals––but to render themselves utterly dependent on those who either do or do not receive 

them into their homes and provide them hospitality:   

After this the Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to 

every town and place where he himself intended to go.  He said to them, “The harvest 

is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out 

laborers into his harvest.  Go on your way. See, I am sending you out like lambs into 

the midst of wolves.  Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one on the road.  

Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house!’  And if anyone is there who 

shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you.  

Remain in the same house, eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the laborer 

deserves to be paid. Do not move about from house to house.  Whenever you enter a 

town and its people welcome you, eat what is set before you; cure the sick who are 

there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’  But whenever 

you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say, ‘Even 

the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you. Yet 
                                                           
128 The invitation Odysseus’ speech secures transforms him from foreigner and stranger to 

guest in the hall of Alcinous.  Yet, as we have seen, it is only when Odysseus hears 

Demodocus accurately and favorably sing the song of the trojan horse that Odysseus is 

willing to give the court his true name––willing, in other words, to venture from guest to 

friend, an equal who can secure, and promise, the gifts of hospitality.  Odysseus’ speech to 

Nausicaa and the narrative of his wanderings function together as an elaborate attempt, 

through rhetoric, to make himself known to strange minds in order to obtain ethical treatment 

in the midst of his particular trial.  
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know this: the kingdom of God has come near.’129 

 

The implication, of course, is that where the disciples, and their message about Jesus, whose 

arrival to that town or place is imminent (“he sent them on ahead of him in pairs to every 

town and place where he himself intended to go”), are received as guests and provided care, 

the reciprocal blessing of God’s peace will rest on that household.  This is so in the 

pronounced word of the disciples while they are in a hospitable home, of course, but it is also 

so in that this hospitality to the messengers of the gospel will be taken as receptivity to the 

person of the gospel, Jesus, whose arrival is immanent only to those homes, towns and places 

that receive his disciples as guests and friends.  The “homecoming” of the kingdom of God 

occurs only to those willing to host God’s strangers and foreigners in their home as guests and 

friends.  To those who reject the stranger God sends to their door the kingdom of God has not 

made its home among them, it has merely “come near.”   

The presence and proclamation of Jesus is fundamentally unfamiliar, an alien in the 

world, a vulnerable stranger knocking at the door without obvious or apparent means of 

blessing those who welcome it and provide it care.  Moreover, Jesus instructs the disciples not 

to search for a specific type or class of home, not the home of their equals nor of their 

superiors, but to approach the doors of homes in these towns and places promiscuously, 

recklessly (“whatever house you enter”), and not to look to improve their circumstances (“Do 

not move about from house to house”).  In keeping with this, they are to give no thought to 

the particular means of the hosts who receive them (“eating and drinking whatever they 

provide”), for the value of the hospitality they receive is based on those providing it not those 

who receive it.  Socially and economically, Jesus is subtly inverting the traditional customs of 

                                                           
129 Lk. 10:1-11. 
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xenia.  Yet he maintains the essentially reciprocal shape of guest-host relationships since his 

arrival in those places that received his foreign messengers and their strange word will be 

visited by the kingdom of God in the person of the man Jesus of Nazareth.  Being hosts to the 

humbly adorned disciples and the alien word of the kingdom of God they bring prepares those 

same hosts to be the guests of the humble king Jesus of Nazareth and the kingdom of God he 

brings.  This God is revealed as a foreigner and stranger in that he is hidden in the aspect of a 

humble colonial whose power is not apparent, whose resources and capability of blessing the 

receptive heart with the eternal life of God’s kingdom is flatly not obvious, unless it is 

received, hosted, cared for, considered without haste, brought into the intimate places of 

hearth and home––unless by receiving Jesus into their home they discover that they have 

become the vulnerable stranger who might become the guest and friend of God.   

 After the crucifixion, Luke tells us of two of Jesus’ disciples walking on the road to a 

small town seven miles north-west of Jerusalem called Emmaus.  They are pilgrims of a 

literal sort, but Luke intends us to see them as spiritual wanderers, shipwrecked by the 

crucifixion, having lost sight of the nostos of the kingdom of God, forlornly returning to their 

terrestrial home in the village of Emmaus:   

While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, 

but their eyes were kept from recognizing him.  And he said to them, ‘What are you 

discussing with each other while you walk along?’ They stood still, looking sad.  Then 

one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, ‘Are you the only stranger in 

Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?’  

He asked them, ‘What things?’ They replied, ‘The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who 

was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our 

chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him.  

But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.  Yes, and besides all this, it is 

now the third day since these things took place.  Moreover, some women of our group 

astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find 

his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels 

who said that he was alive.  Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and 
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found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.’130  
 

Cleopas calls Jesus a paroikeo, a stranger or visitor who has not been in a place long, since he 

is traveling on a road leading out of Jerusalem but seems somehow ignorant of the public 

flogging, trials, crucifixion, and burial of Jesus that have occurred there the past few days.  

The role of sight, and sight impaired (“their eyes were kept from recognizing him” and “but 

they did not see him”) is Luke’s way of talking about the way in which the loss of hope 

(nostos) in the face of death has made the disciples lose faith’s sight and become strangers to 

Jesus:  

Then [Jesus] said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe 

all that the prophets have declared!  Was it not necessary that the Messiah should 

suffer these things and then enter into his glory?’  Then beginning with Moses and all 

the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.131 

The way in which Jesus invites them back into faith and fellowship is first through the very 

message they had once carried to the towns and cities of the Galilee.  Jesus communicates the 

logos of the kingdom of God not by proclamation only but by teaching and interpreting the 

scripture texts to them in light of his life, death, and resurrection, by interpreting himself to 

them in their present agon as the prophetic word from Israel’s past concerning its salvific 

future.  This act of prophetic hospitality culminates when, nearing Emmaus, Jesus acts as 

though he is going on, and the disciples urge him strongly to stay at their home, noting that it 

is almost night.  When Jesus agrees and sits to eat at their table, he suddenly acts as the host 

he has been all along, taking the bread and blessing it before breaking it and handing it to 

                                                           
130 Ibid. 24:15-24. 

 
131 Ibid. 24:25-7. 
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them, as he had done at the last supper.  With this, Luke tells us, “[T]heir eyes were opened, 

and they recognized him.”132  The dense layering of the stranger, guest, host, and friend 

relationality in the Emmaus account is the quintessential treatment of xenia in Luke’s gospel, 

and its absolute centrality to receiving and recognizing the resurrected Jesus makes it a 

fundamental feature of the disciple’s spiritual romance.     

No less important, though, is the way in which we might understand the literary 

composition of Luke-Acts itself as a form of xenia.  This, after all, is the context in which 

Luke himself places his writings.  Luke claims to have investigated, compiled, and composed 

this narrative of the teachings, personality and fate of Jesus and his followers in order to 

present them at the door of Theophilus.  Luke’s project and literary act of representation and 

figuration is framed as an act of hospitality wherein Theophilus may come to be more familiar 

with the life and meaning of Jesus (“so that you may know the truth concerning the things 

about which you have been instructed”).  Theophilus is not an alien to the gospel.  He has 

been taught, much like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, but he remains in need or want of 

greater understanding and greater assurance that his believing, or his being drawn toward 

belief, is not in vain.  Luke’s narrative is thus an attempt to make the alien word of the gospel 

not only a fellow traveler but a recognized guest and longed-for friend able to reciprocate with 

gifts of understanding and assurance.  As the disciples in the Emmaus account say after Jesus 

has left their home, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the 

road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?”  Luke’s writings are just such an act of 

literary hospitality, a mimetic expression meant to represent and perform the story of the three 

travelers on the road to Emmaus.  Like Odysseus’ own narrative in the hall of the Phaeacians, 

                                                           
132 Ibid. 24:31. 
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so Luke-Acts is an act of consummate and intentional rhetoric that seeks openly to secure the 

hospitality of its hearers’ very souls.  

 

 

Nostos 

 As we have suggested, nostos in romance functions as a kind of shorthand for one’s 

ultimate erotic commitment, the truest desire and orientation of one’s life.  As such, nostos 

exerts a compelling force across the distance its absence describes.  In other words, nostos, in 

romance, names not only the place where the wayfarer will finally be at rest, not only the 

moment deepest desire and its ultimate object finally meet and kiss, but the path that will 

bring one to that point of reconciliation.133  Every episode of romance is a trial that might 

prevent or advance nostos, because every trial is ultimately an erotic trial, whether figured as 

the threat of physical destruction or explicitly as the threat of a new seduction.  Odysseus’ 

success in convincing Calypso to release him, foregoing her offer of immortality and 

unending erotic satisfaction for the mortal love of Penelope and the kingdom of Ithaca casts 

forward a space-time orientation between Odysseus and Ithaca.  His orientation is 

reconfigured, because especially compelled, by his love for wife and kingdom, despite the 
                                                           
133 Among the Lotus-eaters, the moment Odysseus’ men’s memory of Ithaca, and thus their 

desire for nostos, vanishes, their journey home vanishes with it.  Perceiving this dumb 

disintegration of their deepest desire to be as dangerous as the jaws of Polyphemus, Odysseus 

drags the intoxicated men back to the ship against their will and ties them to the oars in order 

to save them.  This parallels the later episode when on Circe’s advice he instructs his men to 

tie him to the mast of the ship and fill their own ears with beeswax to resist the nostos-

shattering song of the Sirens:  

Whoever draws too close, 

off guard, and catches the Sirens’ voices in the air— 

no sailing home for him, no wife rising to meet him, 

no happy children beaming up at their father’s face. 

              (XII.49-55) 
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trials it assumes and the finitude it accepts, despite the distance such devotion describes (the 

narrative proposed by the reconciliation he seeks): “So let this adventure follow.”  Aeneas and 

Dido undergo their erotic trials as much because of the direct influence of the gods as 

anything else, with the similar decision of Aeneas to leave behind his immediate desires and 

pleasures for a greater love in the form of a nostos prophesied.   

 The majority of Hellenistic romances explicitly involve Artemis, perhaps because her 

paradoxical significance as fertility goddess and fierce, virginal maiden combined in a single 

place the compulsion and repulsion of desire, the dialectic suffering of the erotic in tota.  So 

Xenophon of Ephesus opens An Ephesian Tale with the young Habercomes spurning Eros 

himself and Eros’ revenge upon the beautiful boy by forcing Habercomes to fall in love with 

Anthia, whom, we are told, is as beautiful as Artemis herself.  Ultimately, Moses Hadas 

writes, “If An Ephesian Tale is an absorbing tale of love and improbable adventure, it is also a 

tract to prove that Diana of the Ephesians (who was equated with Isis) cares for her loyal 

devotees . . . ; in part, at least, it aims to justify the cult of Artemis-Isis”"134  Even Apuleius’ 

great parody and crystallization of the Hellenistic form of romance affords its own 

quintessential tale of Cupid and Psyche the central (and lengthiest) place in its overall 

narrative structure, preparing us, perhaps, for the marked seriousness the final book seems to 

assume when Isis herself intervenes to help cure Lucius, who is subsequently initiated into the 

cult of Osiris in Rome, becoming a pastophoroi (priest of Isis and Osiris).  In other words, 

whether directly or indirectly, many, if not the majority, of classical romances are depicted, 

sometimes quite unexpectedly, as providentialist narratives of the gods’ intervention.  The 

spiritual dimension, we might say, perpetually hovers over classical romance, often 

                                                           
134 Quoted in Heiserman, Novel before the Novel, 225. 
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mysteriously, but occasionally emerging as the clear driving force of the plot and the means 

of its resolution.   

 Yet precisely because of the omnipresent but often obscure, or at best occasional, role 

of the gods in classical romance—not in spite of it—the great emphasis of the narrative 

remains on the individual and his or her personal experiences of isolation, suffering, 

confusion, and longing.  Variously stripped and shipwrecked, journeying through alien cities 

and among foreign minds, the viator of romance must confront the world of “this adventure” 

without being certain of divine intervention in her favor, must experience the space-time and 

episodic arena of adventure from within and not above it, must personally navigate and seek 

to overcome the distance between the self and the self’s greater loves.  

 As the protagonist’s erotic and phenomenal horizon, nostos compels the protagonist to 

constant reflection and revision amid her several trials.  For even when nostos remains 

unmolested in the protagonist’s mind, the way home is rarely obvious or univocal.135  The 

wayfarer of romance lives and acts through constant reflection and revision, not only because 

the protagonist comes to realize the role of error and failure in themselves, but also because 

the protagonist of romance is made increasingly aware of their inability as a finite, bodily 

                                                           
135 So Circe says, describing the possible paths among the Scylla and Charybdis:  

   [O]nce your crew has rowed you past the Sirens 

a choice of routes is yours. I cannot advise you 

which to take, or lead you through it all— 

you must decide for yourself— 

but I can tell you the ways of either course. 

     (XII.61-4) 

Like Tiresias’ warning against the violation of Helios’ cattle in Odysseus’ journey to the 

underworld, Circe’s warning leaves to Odysseus’ own reflection and decision the course he 

will take to successfully navigate his homecoming. 
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creature to control the world around them.136  This is because the world of romance is a world 

in which human beings are subjected to powers beyond their control, a world to which human 

beings do not have unmediated access at any time.   

 Knowledge in romance, even for the polutropos, is only ever partial, interpretive, and 

provisional, because this is a world given as much to error and suffering as it is to hospitality 

and homecoming.  Genuine understanding in romance can only be proven actual and not 

illusory if it finally helps the protagonist accurately navigate the trials of the phenomenal 

world and return home.  If rhetoric is essential to the demonstration and creation of this 

provisional knowledge, nostos is its only true justification.  Nostos means the knowledge the 

polutropos develops in via––through the experience of error and the experiments of rhetoric 

and action––is always provisional.  This provisionality, moreover, means that no order of 

meaning is categorically foreclosed in via.   Seen and unseen, natural and supernatural, 

quotidian and marvelous, all realms and orders are admitted as possibles avenues, either of 

deception or enlightenment, injury or provision, in the arena of the protagonist’s adventure.  

So while romance is a mode primarily concerned with the phenomenological, with the 

empirical processes of embodied creatures, it does not reject the metaphysical out of hand, 

since to dismiss the possibility of unseen orders of meaning and purposiveness is merely to 

embrace absolute understanding under a negative description.  Rather than foreclosing any 

order of meaning or experience, the protagonist of romance simply defers the temptation to 

finally decide the case since his foremost goal is not the gods as such, or even the kleos of his 

name, but his nostos, the creaturely spheres of oikos and polis.  
                                                           
136 Though he desires it, Odysseus cannot save his men from the slaughter of the Sun God, nor 

can he save them from the murderous xenia of Polyphemus, nor can he save them even from 

their own curiosity, which unleashes the several winds of Aeolus and sweeps them, yet again, 

out of sight of home. 
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 Yet even then, the final reconciliations required for the romance figure’s nostos are no 

less fraught than were his wanderings, since what is at stake in nostos is the attempted 

reconciliation of true self-knowledge with true knowledge of the beloved, who, at the 

protagonist’s homecoming, is no longer an abstract desire but an actuality.137  When we 

understand nostos as the re-establishment of the status quo, it is understandable that violence 

would assume a central role in the re-winning of oikos and polis to to traditional rule.138   

Justification of the status quo is accomplished at the last not by deferral or discourse but by 

the sheer assertion of force and the absolute re-establishment of right (traditional) rule in the 

face of all opponents of that rule, all agents of ambiguity or possible discord.  For all such 

agents are figured as adulterous in their activity and intent, false spouses of the oikos and 

polis.  So it is only by their extermination that the king’s bed––his spousal rule and progeny––

can be secured, or re-won, his kleos authenticated, or justified.  So nostos in traditional 

romance has violence, even exuberant violence, at its heart.   Oikos and polis can only be 

reconciled to the protagonist of traditional romance by force, by Aeneas’ sword plunging into 

Turnus’ chest, by Odysseus’ arrows flying through the suitors like well-thrown spears.  

 

 In the Gospel of Luke neither the sacrifice nor the resurrection of Jesus restores the 

order of the polis nor affirms the traditional hierarchy of the cosmos.  The violence of the 

                                                           
137 Odysseus’ return to Ithaca as a “stranger” and the tests of fidelity he initiates illustrates this 

last, great, and extremely violent, trial.  It is not until the floor of Odysseus’ oikos is covered 

with the gore of the suitors, not until the priest Leodes has been beheaded by Odysseus for not 

praying for his return, not until the unfaithful servant women have been marched outside by 

Telemachus and hanged, that Odysseus allows Eurycleia to wake Penelope and behold him as 

what he now truly is, the restored king of Ithaca. 

 
138 The slaughter of the suitors is a final judgment of their violation of xenia and the 

extirpation of the de-stabilizing force they represent. 
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crucifixion appears to return right rule to the noble-born men of excellence and empire––

Pilate, Caiaphas, et al.––to affirm the continuity of the political and religious authority of the 

status quo.  But the resurrection dramatically subverts that appearance and expectation by 

declaring the nostos of traditional rule and the purpose of aristocratic violence null and void.  

It subverts this form of homecoming entirely, proclaiming all such economies of (or truces 

with) fate, sacrifice, and hierarchy––the kingdoms of man––invalid in the face of the 

approaching and unquenchable kingdom of God.  Hence the resurrection of Jesus renders the 

nostos of traditional romance––the restoration of order to the polis and return to the status 

quo––not an end to the story of Jesus but a mere way-station on the way to a kingdom not of 

this world.  The reflection compelled by the resurrection re-describes, or reinterprets, the 

execution of Jesus not as the exuberant violence required for homecoming, as Pilate and the 

temple leaders certainly believed it was,139 but as an act of consummate civic, cultic, and 

personal error (hamartia).140  Jesus, according to Luke’s gospel, is executed for proclaiming, 

or allowing others to believe, he is “the Christ, a king.”141  He is executed for being a 

recusant, a suitor intent on adulterating Rome’s civic honor and Israel’s sacred cult. 

 If the scene at Emmaus is a form of nostos where the very disciples who had lost hope 

of seeing Jesus, the bridegroom, again, journey with the Lord to their home and are suddenly 

surprised by faith at his presence, his disappearance intimates that homecoming is offered 

within but irreducible to the historical world of the saeculum.  To be at home in the kingdom 

of God, to be in the continuous and infinite presence of the once and future king of heaven is 

                                                           
139 Lk. 23:2-3. 

 
140 Ibid. 23:34. 

 
141 Ibid. 23:2. 
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extended by the resurrected and ascended Christ to the eschatological horizon of his return, 

the conclusion and super-cession of history itself.  At the beginning of his second volume, 

Luke writes,  

In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the 

beginning until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions 

through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen.  After his suffering he 

presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during 

forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.  While staying with them, he 

ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. 

‘This,’ he said, ‘is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but 

you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.’  So when they had 

come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the 

kingdom to Israel?’  He replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the 

Father has set by his own authority.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 

has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’142   

 

The hope of the apostles that salvation history would conclude with a kingdom founded in the 

historical city of the ancient prophets is elided by Jesus for the promise of the presence of the 

Holy Spirit and the charge that the apostles become witnesses of Christ and the kingdom of 

God, which has been among them in the person and work of Jesus, but whose fulfillment is 

anticipated with the return of Christ.  Home, for the protagonist of scriptural romance, is not a 

thing that can be grasped but a gift that arrives when one least expects it.143  

 We remember in the temptation scene in Luke’s gospel that the devil showed Jesus “in 

an instant all the kingdoms of the world,” promising their glory and authority to Jesus if he 

would bow the knee and worship Satan instead of God.144  That temptation of immediate 

glory and power over the kingdoms of the world is now the temptation the apostles are 
                                                           
142 Acts 1:1-8. 

 
143 Lk. 12:40. 

 
144 Ibid. 4:6. 
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charged with overcoming through their witness (marturos) and the abiding presence and 

power of the Holy Spirit.  The evident reconciliation of the oikos and polis of God and the 

kingdoms of this world is not the historical nor speculative task of the disciple (“It is not for 

you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority”145).  The 

romance of the disciple is to live, in effect, as a witness of the reconciled world in a world that 

does not appear reconciled.  In this the disciples are made apostles at the ascension––

emissaries or ambassadors of the kingdom of God.  As “those who are sent” they are charged 

to speak and live declaratively and persuasively as signs (tupoi) of the future, resident aliens 

wandering the common streets of Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the uttermost parts of the 

earth, heralding the “teachings, personality and fate of Jesus” in their language and conduct.  

 So true nostos and its seizure, or immanence, is a temptation to power that must be 

deferred.  The spiritual quest of the witnesses Luke describes in the Acts of the Apostles are 

categorically non-violent, since violence is the temptation to use force to reconcile in the 

present expectation with experience, as we saw with Odysseus’ triumph over the suitors.  For 

Luke the triumph of the spiritual life is seen in the witness of Stephen, who, upon his arrest, as 

Jesus had done on the road to Emmaus, presents to the council in Jerusalem an account of 

Jesus’ death and resurrection that follows directly from Stephen’s exposition and 

interpretation of salvation history from the writings of Moses and the prophets.  Yet Stephen 

witnesses to, or imitates, his Lord even further when he is dragged out of the council and 

stoned outside the city:  

[F]illed with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus 

standing at the right hand of God.  ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I see the heavens opened and the 

Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!’  But they covered their ears, and with a 

loud shout all rushed together against him.  Then they dragged him out of the city and 
                                                           
145 Acts 1:7. 
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began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man 

named Saul. While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my 

spirit.’  Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin 

against them.’ When he had said this, he died.146 

 

The teaching and proclamation of Jesus’ lordship and the kingdom of God to one’s neighbor 

and the prayer of forgiveness for one’s enemies is a witness of the kingdom of God because it 

is an imitation of Christ.   Stephen’s incorporation of the teachings and personality of Jesus 

bind Stephen to Jesus’ fate as well, as it will the apostle James in Acts 12.  However, as Luke 

describes, it is Stephen’s testimony and martyrdom that not only initiates a local persecution 

of the nascent church but connects the Acts narrative with Saul for the first time, whose 

conversion two chapters later from violent persecutor to apostle of Christ is seen as connected 

with, and perhaps instigated by, in part, Stephen’s death, at which Paul is an approving 

witness.   

 Nostos in Luke-Acts then becomes not the establishing of heaven on earth but the 

meeting with Jesus, face to face, after a life of faithful witnessing, however violently that life 

may end.  The central challenge of the spiritual quest in Luke-Acts is not to presume or seize 

nostos but to receive it from Jesus through the Spirit in the Father’s time.  The enormous 

amount of care and reflection required to navigate a faithful witness that does not imitate, 

settle in, or seize hold of the kingdoms of this world is seen both in the disciples’ constant 

failure in Luke’s gospel, as well as in the sheer amount of opposition––especially violent 

opposition––the church and its apostles encounter in Acts.  This is particularly evident in a 

sustained, serial form when in Acts Luke shifts his focus to the newly-converted Paul and his 

subsequent missionary journeys from Acts 9-28.  In many ways, Luke is paralleling the way 

in which his gospel became a travelogue of Jesus’ final mission to Jerusalem.  In Acts Luke 
                                                           
146 Ibid. 7:55-60. 



80 
 

traces Paul’s several missionary journeys through Greece and Asia Minor, ultimately turning 

toward his goal, Rome itself.  Taken together, Luke is giving an account of the prophetic word 

of Mary’s magnificat by illustrating the difficult and often violent hodos the gospel travelled 

from its birth among the lowly and anonymous in Nazareth and the Galilee, to the places of 

religious and civic power, Jerusalem and Rome.  Along the way, those who have most 

resolutely found or forged nostos among the kingdoms of the world typically resist the gospel 

most fiercely, and those whose lives are marked by suffering, disillusionment, and injustice 

deriving from the practices and rulers of the kingdoms of this world, tend to receive it.  The 

liberation of a slave girl from demonic possession by Paul leads to her owners, losing the 

business her purported clairvoyance brought, inciting a mob that attacks Paul and his traveling 

companions, nearly killing them.147  In Ephesus Paul’s proclamation of Jesus threatens the 

silversmith Demetrius and his trade of making and selling statues of Artemis, so Demetrius 

incites, first the guild of silversmiths to protect their income, then an indiscriminate mob by 

invoking ethnic hostility to Paul’s Jewishness and religious and civic pride in Artemis, their 

patron deity.  They expel Paul and his companions.148  In Lystra Paul heals a crippled man 

who has faith in the gospel Paul is preaching and the townspeople take Paul and Barnabas for 

Hermes and Zeus, and proceed to prepare elaborate sacrifices, based on a local myth that their 

town had once rejected two strangers seeking hospitality, which had turned out to be Zeus and 

Hermes, who had proceeded to destroy the city.  When Paul and Barnabas enter the crowd 

and plead they not make sacrifices to mere mortals but turn to serve the living God, the crowd 

soon turns violent and drags Paul outside the city and stones him, it appears to the gathered 

                                                           
147 Ibid. 16:16-24. 

 
148 Ibid. 19:21-20:1. 
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witnesses, to death.   

 This violent opposition of the status quo is not restricted to physical force, for nostos 

is first a conceptual desire and its perceived fulfillment (the desire to “see” one’s 

homecoming).  The allure of certainty and identitarian thinking that attaches to the apparent 

sense of things is the conceptual dogma of the status quo and traditional power.  So dogmatic 

and symbolic orders of meaning are a form of false and coercive nostos in that they promise 

an absolute access and secure correspondence between our minds and the world.  The alien 

word of the kingdom of God and its hidden king repeatedly confront such conceptual 

homecomings and seek to overturn their power, as Odysseus dragged his men from the land 

and fruit of the Lotus-eaters.  The ultimate nostos whereby Christ will reconcile heaven and 

earth under his rule is not the purview nor purpose of the spiritual pilgrim, never to secure and 

decide for all, never to compel or coerce, because she is not home yet.  The life of the 

protagonist of scriptural romance is constantly provisional, subjected to reflection and 

revision, never seized, always received and offered, like bread and wine.      

 

 

Conclusion 

 Taken together, as a kind of first and last of romance’s several features, muthos and 

nostos provide a unified description of the structure and operation of human consciousness, 

experience, communication, and self-reflection.  Muthos assumes the operations of human 

persons can be intelligibly narrated to other minds as a series of related events because it 

always already assumes that the external world participates––in a basic and essential way––in 

its own orderliness and history.  The essential muthos/logos (rationality-qua-availability), of 
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the external world is participated in, however precariously, via the forays of human 

consciousness––reason and sense perception––and communicated to other minds, however 

imperfectly, through human speech and narration (muthos/logos).  Yet romance is not merely 

muthos, it is a muthos about nostos, a narrative about how desire lies at the root of all human 

experience, a narrative that reveals the way in which every movement of reason, action, and 

speech is a movement across the distance of desire, a dynamic venturing forth toward the 

shifting horizons of human intention.  For nostos means there are no passive or neutral 

engagements with the world or with persons; all activities of consciousness reach forth toward 

some goal, some idea, some person, some object within or beyond the world immediately 

available to our senses.  As the ultimate horizon of the protagonist’s desire, or intentionality, 

nostos circumscribes and so adjudicates the relative wisdom or folly of each and every foray 

of reason, action and communication––however quotidian, however apparently incidental.  

Nostos thereby ennobles the ordinary dimension of human experience, since such experiences 

can turn out, upon reflection, to have greatly aided or greatly deferred homecoming.  From 

start to finish, classical romance attempts to portray this dynamic of muthos and nostos, the 

way in which human experience, and the language we use to describe it, is invariably a trial of 

intention, a venturing forth toward some horizon, the capacity of persons to reach out to other 

persons and the world through an inherent interestedness in what may come next.     
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Chapter Two  

Sacrificing Death: The Tragedy of the Heroic Dream in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

 

Questioning Chivalry 

 In his well-known account of the ideal of chivalry in the late middle ages, Johan 

Huizinga writes: 

As the ideal of the beautiful life the idea of knighthood has a particular form.  In its 

essence it is an aesthetic ideal, built out of colorful fantasies and uplifting sentiments.  

But it aspires to be an ethical ideal: medieval thought could only turn it into an ideal of 

life by linking it with piety and virtue. Knighthood always fails in that ethical function 

because it is dragged down by its sinful origin; the core of the ideal is pride elevated 

into beauty.149 

Addressing attempts to assuage this tension in the high middle ages, Wendy Clein notes that 

“[o]ne of the attractions of crusading was that it reconciled the conflicting demands of 

                                                           
149 Johan Huizinga, The Autumn of the Middle Ages, trans. by Rodney J. Payton (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1996), 73.  Later in the same chapter on “The Heroic Dream” 

Huizinga famously says “. . . the ideal of knighthood was built into a noble fantasy of male 

perfection, a close kin of the Greek kalokagathia, a purposeful striving for the beautiful life . . 

. ”  It seems Maurice Keen’s and many other historians’ dismissal of Huizinga is connected to 

methodology and professional intent as much as anything else.  In the concomitant dismissal 

of the romances as a way of understanding chivalry, Keen’s method is to reject the ideality in 

favor of a history of practice.  All to the good, but obviously Huizinga’s method is a history of 

cultural ideas and forms, which Keen is intent on “seeing through”: “For the historian . . . 

there is a real difficulty about the application to his purposes of this [romance/idealistic] 

stereotype [of chivalry].  How is he to set about relating a mode drawn from a world of fiction 

and fantasy to the real world which is his business?  The pages of romance plunge him 

immediately into realms unfamiliar to history . . . An ideal of knighthood culled from what 

appears so often to be a literature of escape is scarcely a promising model for a social 

historian to make much of” See Maurice Keen, Chivalry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1984), 2-3. 
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military and religious chivalry, offering an arena for displays of prowess and promising 

honor, wealth, and salvation.”150  In his treatise on chivalry, Le libre del Orde de Caballeria, 

written between 1279 and 1283, Ramon Llull is at pains to reform the concept of knights and 

knighthood by conflating aristocratic nobility with arch-piety.  Precisely because of the 

knight’s elevated (aristocratic) social status, his morality ought to achieve a similarly elevated 

rigor over that required of “ordinary men.”151  The knight’s proximity to greatness is 

necessarily thoroughgoing, whether in hunting, jousting, or in the exercise of 

‘justice/wysedom/charite/loyalte/verite/humylite/strength hope swiftness & al other verities 

semblable.’152  As Mark D. Johnston notes, this “patently Neoplatonic” type of moralization is 

rooted in Llull’s somewhat crude analogical theory of both rhetoric and divinity.153  In his 

essay on Llull’s Rhetorica nova, Johnston notes Llull's understanding of rhetoric “depends 

fundamentally on his referential conception of verbal beauty as the manifestation in words of 
                                                           
150 See Wendy Clein, Concepts of Chivalry in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (University 

of Michigan: Pilgrim Books, 1987), 31-2. 

 
151 It is interesting, and a little odd, to note that, for Keen, who rejects the chivalric romances 

as a meaningful place to search for what it meant to be a knight in the middle ages, he plainly 

records that Llull depended on “the prose romance of Lancelot” as a crucial source for 

developing his own book of order, a book (Llull’s) Keen takes for an essential window into 

the historical situation, not least because of its enormous popularity at the time (it was soon 

translated into French, Castilian, Middle Scots, and English). See Keen, Chivalry, 11. 

 
152 Cited in Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 34. 

 
153 See Robert D. F. Pring-Mill in his studies "The Analogical Structure of the Lullian Art," in 

Islamic Philosophy and the Classical Tradition: Essays presented to Richard Walzer 

(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1973): 315-26.  Johnston is less critical of 

Llull than Pring-Mill, and he is probably right to shy away from mapping too neatly Llull’s 

idiosyncratic referentialism onto any particular theologian of the 12th century, since for all his 

voluminous output much in Llull remains rather less nuanced than most and certainly lacked 

the fundamental education of a scholastic.  Instead, Johnston will say Llull’s “arguments 

typically resemble those of the twelfth-century speculative theologians,” (italics mine). See 

“The Natural Rhetoric of Ramon Llull” in Essays in Medieval Studies 3, 175.   

 



85 
 

the beauty or value of the things that they name.”154  So Llull can argue quite seriously in his 

Ars generalis ultima that “phrases using the superlative degree of adjectives are always more 

beautiful than those using the comparative . . .” and so forth.155  While some have gone so far 

as to say Llull’s theories are the precursor of modern symbolic logic, they are at the very least 

clear derivations and continuations of the formalist theory of rhetoric we have described 

earlier.156  In the same way as his idealization of language, Llull’s idealization of chivalry 

depends heavily on his belief in an absolute (indeed, ontological) correspondence between the 

beautiful and the moral good, which is in this context to say between aristocratic nobility and 

inner piety.157   

 We find something rather different, however, in the work of Geoffrey de Charny, one of 

the most celebrated knights of the 14th century.  Again Clein: 

Geoffroi’s view of chivalry differs from Llull’s in replacing abstractions with realistic 

details which depart ironically from the idealized formulations of (Llull).  Geoffroi’s 

consideration of practical details such as the expense of knightly equipment and the 

                                                           
154 Ibid. 

 
155 “Considered broadly, Llull's category of Beauty perhaps corresponds to the traditional 

rhetorical canon of style, which the artes poetriae especially developed and may even recall 

the work of preaching theorists such as Robert of Basevorn, who labels all rhetorical devices 

‘ornaments.’” Ibid. 

 
156 "History of Logic" in Paul Edwards, ed. Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 8 vols. (New York: 

Macmillan, 1967), 4: 530. 

 
157 The correspondence between qualities of knighthood and the theological scale of virtues is 

one Llull develops and argues for as natural, to be sure, yet, crucially even he nowhere claims 

the two orders to be historically coincidental: “[Llull’s] account of the origins of knighthood 

[are] given in terms that are entirely secular.”  For Llull, knighthood is “very closely bound up 

with secular government: his knight is not only a nobly born warrior but also a lord of men, 

and much of his duty comes under the general heading of maintaining law and justice.” 

     



86 
 

discomfort of campaigns distinguishes his treatment of chivalry from more conventional 

versions.  Though the book often affirms the knightly profession, it also characterizes 

knighthood as a life devoid of glamor.158 

In Geoffrey’s Le livre Messire Geoffroi de Charny, we have, on the one hand, Geoffrey 

“identifying knighthood and priesthood as the two noble professions in society,” while on the 

other hand, being willing to draw “attention to the discrepancy between ideals and 

experience,” readily describing the failures, faults and harsh realities of being all too human:  

One day you joust well, on another you do nothing.  Do you know why?  Because you 

are not lord of yourself, but God, who made both you and me takes heed of you.  So you 

should put yourself in his care and not put off being his servant, for truly he is your 

master.159   

In Clein’s view, the speaker of Geoffrey’s account “rejects the romance topos for a Boethian 

view of temporal life governed by inconstant fortune” and human frailty, citing Geoffrey’s 

often blunt, even sarcastic, perception of the difference between chivalric idealism and the 

actuality of battle:  

You must often feel fear when you see your enemies coming toward you, lances 

lowered to strike you, swords ready to return and fall upon you.  Spears and arrows fall 

on you and you do not know against which you should more defend your body . . . But 

your horse is not dead yet; he can go well.  Through him you can save your skin, he can 

lead you away without honor.  If you stay you will always have honor; if you flee, you 

                                                           
158 Cited in Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 38. 

 
159 Ibid., 38-9.  
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dishonor yourself.  Is this not a great martyrdom?160 

 Geoffrey continues his frank scrutiny and meditation on the “knottier points” of 

practical chivalry in another of his (in total, three) books on chivalry, known simply as the 

Questions, where he directs a series of (unanswered) questions to the knights of the Order of 

the Star, of which Geoffrey was almost certainly a leading member, and which John the Good 

had established specifically to rival Edward III’s new Order of the Garter (a point of history 

we will have good reason to return to later in this essay).161  So while Geoffrey, like Llull, 

asserts that religious virtue and chivalric virtue parallel one another in fundamental ways,162 

or at least should do so, Geoffrey’s more skeptical and practical viewpoint stems from the 

simple fact that he, unlike Llull, lived and died in arms.163      

                                                           
160 Ibid., 40-1. 

 
161 Keen, Chivalry, 12. 

   
162  Chivalry ultimately absorbs the religious virtues in an especially rigorous and practical 

way, since “there is no order in which soul and body alike must be so continually prepared 

against the hour of death.” Ibid., 14. 

 
163 It was Geoffrey who was ultimately appointed to bear the standard of the French King, 

John the Good, the “miraculous Oriflamme of St. Denis,” at the battle of Poitiers in 1356, and 

who died defending it to the last. Ibid., 12.  The Oriflamme was a red silk banner which stood 

for ferocity and complete destruction, and its presence on the battlefield meant no quarter was 

to be given to the enemy.  It was lost at Poitiers when Geoffrey fell and later at Agincourt for 

a final time.  In Froissart’s famous account of Geoffrey’s defense,  

There Sir Geoffroi de Charny fought gallantly near the king (note: and his fourteen 

year old son). The whole press and cry of battle were upon him because he was 

carrying the king’s sovereign banner [the Oriflamme]. He also had before him his own 

banner, gules, three escutcheons argent. So many English and Gascons came around 

him from all sides that they cracked open the king’s battle formation and smashed it; 

there were so many English and Gascons that at least five of these men at arms 

attacked one [French] gentleman. Sir Geoffroi de Charny was killed with the banner of 

France inhis hand, as other French banners fell to earth. 

Jean Froissart, Chronicles, trans Geoffrey Brereton (Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, UK, 

1978), 140.      
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 In his 1354 book of personal meditation and confession, Le livre de seyntz medicines, 

Henry Grossmont, duke of Lancaster, an English contemporary of Geoffrey’s, “also offers a 

view of the deep conflicting elements in chivalric ideality.”164  First, Henry pointedly refers to 

his readers as Christians, not knights, as though the distinction were a real and significant one, 

since Henry’s clear aim is “to show everyone the evil in me which I confess to God and the 

whole world.”  Though Henry’s text may be dismissed as a conventional penitential manual, 

its fundamental significance lies in its author, an experienced and famous knight, and his clear 

attempt to “[dramatize] the conflict between orthodox Christianity and the chivalric life.”165   

 In Henry’s confession, chivalric prowess, and the fame it confers, is revealed to be 

nothing more than pride and vanity:  

I thought that I did not resemble others at all, but that I surpassed them all in force, 

hardiness, in understanding, in power; and in all other things, it seemed to me that I was 

above them all in all respects.  And all this and still more issued from my mouth and 

very often.”166   

The very things acceptable to and promoted by the chivalric code––personal ambition, the 

winning of a great reputation through faites d’armes and boasting––become sins of hubris in 

Henry’s confession.  Fundamental to this re-interpretation of his former beliefs and 

experiences is the conviction that this order of chivalric meaning almost required him to 

“[place] himself, not God, at the center of the universe.”  So “although all sinners might be 

charged with this fault, the knight is particularly vulnerable” since his very code promotes a 
                                                           
164 Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 43. 

 
165 Ibid. 

 
166 Ibid. 

 



89 
 

restless individualism and the securing of personal glory.167  Henry feels, in retrospect, that he 

“inverted Christian values when he was a knight,” utterly ignoring the bulk of Christ’s 

commands to his disciples, especially those of neighbor- and enemy-love.  Henry came to 

believe, “[i]ronically, in taking his enemy’s life, he risked eternal death, ‘la mort d’enfern.’168   

 For Henry, the regular source of temptation to excess and vainglory is fundamentally 

embedded in the aristocratic lifestyle and its attendant practices of feasting and tourneying, its 

emphasis on visual spectacle and its glorification of fierce, individual acts of violence.169  It 

should be remembered that as far back as the Council of Clermont in 1130 a canon had been 

issued by the church that read  

We completely forbid those detestable fairs or festivals where knights customarily 

gather by agreement and heedlessly fight among themselves to make show of their 

strength and bravery, whence often result men's deaths and souls' peril. Should any 

knight die on such an occasion he should not be denied penance and the last rights if he 

asks for them; yet let him not enjoy Church burial.170  

This both demonstrates the growing popularity of tournaments in France and the way in 

which the Church came to view such events as destructive of social order and individual 

virtue.  The fact that a series of conciliar prohibitions of tournaments followed that of 

Clermont (1148, 1179, 1215, 1245, 1279, and 1313)171 only shows that such bans were almost 

                                                           
167 Ibid. 

 
168 Ibid., 18.  

 
169 Ibid., 44. 

 
170 Canon 9, Council of Clermont. 

 
171 The Second Lateran Council preeminent among them. 
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entirely ineffective in actual fact.  In 1316 Pope John XXII conceded, and granted tourneying 

his blessing, perhaps as a final attempt to bring such events under some form of putative 

spiritual oversight.   

 In a similar way, while Henry Grossmont avoids flatly condemning secular chivalry172 

and aristocratic practices as such, he does confess his particular frailty and temptation in the 

face of such invitations to excess.  By re-interpreting Christ as his true feudal lord, Henry is 

able to frame his sin as “a violation of his fealty to his sovereign: ‘And I reward his courtesy 

most churlishly, his largess most sparingly, and all his bounties most unfairly’.”173  Whatever 

one concludes about the authenticity of Henry’s confession, what is clear is that we are in 

much different ideological territory than that of Llull’s conception of chivalry as the natural, 

theological and symbolic coincidence of external prowess and internal virtue.  The fact that by 

the 14th century Henry’s was not the only “knight’s confession,” but one of a growing genre, 

coupled with the fact that many writers in addition to Llull saw it necessary to explain in the 

first place why chivalry and orthodox Christianity were genuinely compatible, should all go 

some distance to illustrate the basic tension at the heart of these two orders of meaning.174         

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
172 Outright rejection can be found in the Knight Geoffrey de La Tour-Landry, The Book of 

the Knight of La Tour-Landry, ed. and trans. by Thomas Wright (Ann Arbor, MI: University 

of Michigan, 1997). 

 
173 Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 44. 

 
174 Maurice Keen concludes, “On the basis of the treatises that we have examined, chivalry 

may be described as an ethos in which martial, aristocratic and Christian elements were fused 

together.  I say fused, partly because the compound seems to be something new and whole in 

its own right, partly because it is clearly so difficult to completely separate the elements in it.” 

Keen, Chivalry, 16. 
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Delaying Death 

 Many scholars would argue that Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is not a story in 

which God, in fact, appears at all, even under the interpretive and poetic mode of deity’s 

hiddenness described in the previous chapter.  Like the biblical book of Esther, Gawain is 

often treated as, at best, nominally, or only very cryptically, religious––as religious as 

anything else in the 14th century––but not uniquely so.  More obvious is the poet’s intention 

to locate this late 14th century romance in a world born of, and energized by, a different 

mythical genealogy than the Christian one.  This framing muthos is the Greco-Roman 

romance of empire traced in the prologue, from the battlefields of Troy to the journey of 

Aeneas to the founding of Britain by Brutus.  Overtly heroic, aristocratic, and ideal, the 

Greco-Roman muthos of empire is one marked by necessary and heroic violence, even as it is 

haunted, in the prologue itself, by tragedies of decline and fall.175   

 In fact, though it is not explicitly spelled out, the popular notion of the felix culpa 

emerges as one way of trying to harmonize the tragic character of Troy, the unusual nod to 

Guido della Colonna’s account of Aeneas’ treason,176 and the Judeo-Christian vision of reality 

to which the poem’s prologue only eventually turns.  Tragedies of decline and fall may be 

considered redemptive, or fortunate, if they continually lead to rises, returns, and new glories.  
                                                           
175 It was a commonplace for knights to trace their heroic lineage to Roman soldiers and the 

Roman republic. See Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 31; See Honore Bouvet’s The Tree of 

Battles, trans. by G.W. Coopland (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1949).  It is no 

accident that the Gawain-poet frames his romance with deliberate links to Troy and Aeneas 

and Brutus, as the volume Sir Gawain and the Classical Tradition, ed. by E.L. Risden 

(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2006) is adamant to demonstrate.  

 
176 Guido della Colonna, Historia Destructionis Troiae, ed. N.E. Friffin (Cambridge, MA: 

The Medieval Society of America, 1936), 218.  
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Death is no longer truly tragic if resurrection is guaranteed.  The genealogy of empires can be 

organized to fit this paradigm, which may as easily be called fate, in the classical vein, as it 

may be called providence, in the Christian view.  So while the felix culpa can be forged 

(forced?) as a conceptual link between the Greco-Roman and the Judeo-Christian orders of 

history, neither order requires the other to make its case.  In some sense, as the top-heavy 

arrangement of the prologue has it, this connection may be little more than a loose, and 

largely surface, correspondence.    

 Nonetheless, while receiving faint attention as a founding genealogy and ideology, it is 

the Judeo-Christian tradition whose liturgical calendar provides the events of the poem their 

basic structure and temporal (historical) framework: “This kyng lay at Camylot upon 

Krystmasse” (37).  Yet, inasmuch as it is clear from the tone and attention the poet gives the 

heroic lineage of Arthur’s court, and the only passing temporal reference to “Krystmasse,” if 

Arthur’s is a world circumscribed with Christian liturgy and symbolism, as we later see it 

certainly is, it is nonetheless a world that seems to have reached a point of saturation with 

such images and observances that their particular order of meaning has become obscured.  

More often than not in this world, religious references or invocations appear as little more 

than perfunctory acts, decorative accents on a shining, aristocratic order devoted more 

explicitly to Greco-Roman ideals of finery and reputation, to the competition and glory of 

personal combat, to the telling of tales and the witnessing of marvels.  By being only 

conventionally manifest in liturgical observance, the potency and peculiarity of the lowly God 

has receded from this world: Christianity has become window-dressing––entirely 

conventional, cultural, and largely irrelevant to proceedings.   

 But if Christmas is nothing more than the festal occasion for Arthur’s court, it remains 
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the structural pillar and post of the narrative’s year-long span.  Moreover, when Gawain 

appears at Bertilak’s castle the following year the season is given a much weightier, if 

succinct, description: ”On the morne, as uch mon mynez that tyme / That Dryghten for oure 

destyne to deye watz borne” (“On the morn when every man remembers the time / our dear 

Lord for our doom to die was born.”  Or, as Casey Finch has it, “On the morning when men 

are mindful that God / To be slain for the sake of our souls was born” [995-6])177  If this is 

itself taken as a perfunctory comment, it is both obviously more elaborate than previous 

descriptions, and inescapably ironic––in and of itself if it is merely a conventional remark, 

since “every man” would include the poet himself, but more likely, as the poet is perhaps here 

reminding us, because such remembrance was hardly in evidence at the previous Christmas’ 

activities amongst Arthur’s youthful court.  As Piotr Sandowski observes:  

The resurrectional character of the entire Christmas season, and of the New Year in 

particular, is clearly borne out in the liturgy of the church . . . the Feast of the Nativity 

likewise centers on the spiritual rebirth of humanity and on the hope of redemption 

through the Savior.  New Year’s Day also has a special place in the liturgy as the Feast 

of Circumcision (January 1), conceived by medieval theologians as the Old Testament 

prefiguration of the New Testament baptism, both being clearly associated with the idea 

of death to flesh and sin, and the rebirth to spiritual life (Deut. 10:6; 30:6; Col. 2:11-

15).178   

 

It can hardly be a coincidence that the liturgical observance of the birth of one in whose body 

both the promise of death and the promise of redemption coexist179 acts as the historical and 

                                                           
177 The first is Tolkien’s translation.  See J.R.R. Tolkien, trans., Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo (New York: Random House Publishing, 1975).   

 
178 See Piotr Sadowski, The Knight on His Quest: Symbolic Patterns of Transition in Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 1996), 56. 

 
179  Because God’s children are human beings—made of flesh and blood—the Son also 

became flesh and blood. For only as a human being could he die, and only by dying 

could he break the power of the devil, who had the power of death. Only in this way 

could he set free all who have lived their lives as slaves to the fear of dying.  
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symbolic framework for the quest toward death Gawain will be “born to” by his actions and 

his oath.   

 In the verse homily, Cleanness, the poet uses similar phrasing when describing the 

consequence of Adam and Eve’s disobedience: “Their doom is the death destined for all” 

(246).  However, it is right to note that familiarity has obscured remembrance, and the 

development of the once-for-all nature of the signs of incarnation, sacrifice, and restoration 

into normalized features of each year’s economy has disenchanted their meanings and effects.  

Not being “mindful” of the effect of death on “all” and the birth of one who was sacrificed 

“for the sake of our souls” the “Krystmasse” season and its signs have become autonomous 

features of the calendar, so many lights playing along the surface of ordinary, secular life, 

signs that no longer point beyond themselves as confessions of an ultimate, supernatural order 

of meaning, but which have become an occasion for enacting immediate, self-directed desires, 

which Arthur and his Camelot epitomize.   

 The narrator tells us that Arthur, “His lif liked hym lyght,” makes an exuberant habit of 

refusing to eat “Upon such a dere day er hym devised were / Of sum aventures thyng an 

uncouthe tale” (92-3), or unless some knight agrees  

   To joyne wyth hym in justyng, in joparde to lay  

   Lede, lif for lyf, leve uchon other, 

   As fortune wolde fulsun hom, the fayrer to have. 

               (97-9)  

The boisterous desire for dangerous tales, marvels, and death-games renders the appearance 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

Therefore, it was necessary for him to be made in every respect like us . . . so that he 

could be our merciful and faithful High Priest before God. Then he could offer a 

sacrifice that would take away the sins of the people.  (Hebrews 2:14-17) 
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of the Green Knight little more than the shock of wish-fulfillment.  Arthur and his court are 

confronted with the very shape of their desire––desires which are thoroughly, and 

appropriately,180 chivalric, rather than spiritual.  The Green Knight is wonderful to behold 

because he is the very image of the heroic, knightly ideal,181 both in his physicality182 and in 

his boastful (and not entirely uncourteous) speech.183  That he proposes the most deliberate 

form of testing-game is itself technically in keeping with Arthur’s own demand, but coming 

as it does from an agent outside the familiar faces and hierarchy of Arthur’s court, the Green 

Knight’s appearance and challenge momentarily stun the court of the “boyish” king.  As a 

materialized response to the court’s own desire, the Green Knight’s challenge seems to 

expose both the naiveté of Arthur’s normalization of death and the naiveté of the court’s 

particular expression of heroic, or chivalric, idealism.  The Green Knight simply is that very 

ideality they seek and ascribe themselves, yet his arrival strikes them dumb because it is, 

simultaneously, so wondrously alien.  By taking Arthur and his court at their word, by 

appearing as the incarnation of that word––whether the word of Arthur’s demand or the word 

of the court’s idealized reputation––the Green Knight proposes to test the court’s 
                                                           
180 See Burrow on the ‘decorum’ of the youthful court’s chivalric activity and mirth. J.A. 

Burrow, A Reading of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 

1965), 4-8. 

 
181 Morgan convincingly argues that attempts to connect the Green Knight to the figure of the 

‘Wild Man’ or the ‘Green Man’ of celtic myth are overstated and deaf to careful exegesis of 

the text, 60-65: “The marvel is conformed to a Christian world order, for the Green Knight 

himself naturally acknowledges the power of the Christian God (256-7): ‘No, I will not here 

remain. / By the Lord, not to linger in leisure I’ve come.’  Moreover, the poet has conceived 

for the Green Knight a role which is entirely appropriate to a knight.” Gerald Morgan, Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight and the Idea of Righteousness (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 

1991), 65.    

 
182 Ln. 137-146.  

  
183 Ln. 224-7; 256-74.     
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“expression”184 against its actuality:  

   ‘What, is this Arthures hous? quoth the hathel thenne, 

   ‘That al the rous rennes of thurgh ryalmes so mony? 

   Where is now your sourquydrye and your conquestes, 

   Your gryndellayk and your greme, and your grete wordes? 

   Now is the revel and the renoun of the Round Table 

   Overwalt wyth a worde of on wyghes speche, 

   For al dares for drede withoute dynt schewed!’ 

 

   [‘Is this the court for its courage renowned,  

   Whose repute is rung through all realms of the land? 

   Where’s your nobleness now, or your knightly, high fame? 

   The bravery, boldness, the bellicose words, 

   The righteous renown of the Round Table here: 

   By a wanderer’s words, all is withered to naught! 

   In this crowd all cower; no counter is offered!]   

             (309-15) 

 

The Green Knight’s reference to himself as an alien who has brought a word that has 

overawed the famous knights suggests their reputation and famous strength may be features of 

a rather controlled environment, expectation, and perspective––a conventional order of 

assumed and manufactured meaning––but that, from an outsider’s perspective, there may well 

be a real gap between the “berdlez” court’s belief about itself and its actual condition, 

precisely because it has not been tested or tried by the unexpected.  

 And that very conventionality that Camelot’s idealism depends on further complicates 

and mitigates any risk the young king himself can actually undertake.  In other words, despite 

Arthur’s explosive willingness to defend his and the court’s honor and engage the Green 

Knight’s challenge,185 precisely because it is merely a festal game, Arthur’s role as king 

                                                           
184 “For courtesy, courage, this castle’s true knights / Are famous; for fearlessly fighting on 

horse. / They are known as the noblest of knights in their strength, / As the worthiest ones that 

the world has seen, / In great tournaments tested and tried many times,” ln. 259-63. 

 
185 Ln. 323-7. 
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means he will not be allowed to causally risk his life.  It is indecorous.  He sits atop a 

chivalric economy of sacrifice where the lives of his knights, by definition, must be offered in 

his stead, either at his explicit command (as in the demand for combat games), or as the 

courageous, ‘voluntary’ performance of fealty, as when “[Gawain] offers himself as a good 

vassal should, with the consent of his fellow vassals, to save his lord from a dangerous and (as 

he hints) unseemly act of condescension.”186  Moreover, the sacrificial economy of Arthur’s 

court depends upon such performances of sacrifice being successfully normalized so that the 

order of meaning and government Camelot represents can persist as a stable form of rule 

beyond each sacrifice.  In this way chivalric violence, as heroic ideality, requires that death be 

ritualized, that it be rendered something like a game, a predictable event, a form of liturgy that 

can easily dissolve into assumed cycles and unquestioned patterns.  So A.C. Spearing says of 

Arthur’s response to Gawain’s heroic, substitutionary gesture: 

[Arthur] . . . turns first not, as we might expect, to Gawain . . . but to Guinevere.  An 

event of disturbing abnormality has occurred, and Arthur’s first concern is therefore to 

reassure the queen and the courtiers by pushing it into the realm of the normal . . . [H]e 

immediately classes the scene they have witnessed among the usual courtly 

entertainments of the Christmas season, and recapture’s the situation before the Green 

Knight’s entry by admitting with rueful irony that now at last he cannot deny that he has 

seen the wonder he was waiting for.  Now he can eat, and the feasting can be resumed, 

as if nothing untoward had happened.187   

 

 Thus, when Gawain volunteers to substitute his flesh for Arthur’s, we are not so much 

surprised by the fact of substitution as much as we are intrigued by the one who is first to 

                                                           
186 Burrow, A Reading of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 11-12. 

 
187 A. C. Spearing, The Gawain-Poet: A Critical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1970), 176. 
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make the offer.  As Richard Moll has shown,188 the Gawain at the opening of SGGK is much 

more the “historical” Gawain of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, the 

Gawain of action and famous violence, rather than the Gawain of the later French 

romances.189  In fact, the Green Knight himself appears, in part, as a stand-in for one Gaius 

Quintillianus in Geoffrey’s Historia, “who said that the Britons were more bountiful with 

boasting and making threats than they were strong in courage and prowess.”190  And so it 

would come as no surprise to the original audience that this Gawain responds to the Green 

Knight in much the same way as he had to Quintillianus in the Historia: “Gawain was 

immediately enraged, drew his sword from the scabbard, rushed at [Gaius Quintillianus], and 

cut off his head, then withdrew to the horses with his companions.”  Or again, in Wace’s 

translation and adaptation, Roman de Brut: A History of the British:  

Quintilien sat by him and spoke next; he was his nephew and very proud, a most 

refractory knight. ‘Britons’, he said, ‘are boasters and make some very fine threats. 

They're all boasts and threats, they menace in plenty and do little.’ He would, I think, 

have spoken further and insulted the messengers, but Walwein, who was furious, drew 

his sword, rushed forward, and made his head fly from his body. ‘To horse!’ he said to 

                                                           
188 cf. William F. Hodapp, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Gawain Poet: Remembering 

Troy” in Sir Gawain and the Classical Tradition, ed. E.L. Risden (Jefferson, NC: McFarland 

& Company, 2006): 17-29. 

 
189 Richard J. Moll, “Frustrated Readers and Conventional Decapitation in ‘Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight,’” The Modern Language Review, Vol. 97, No. 4 (Oct., 2002): 793-802.  It 

will, of course, be the ‘Gallic’ Gawain whose reputation for courteous speech precedes him in 

the second testing with Lady Bertilak at Hautedesert. 

 
190 [. . .] interfuit Gaius Quintillianus eiusdem nepos qui dicebat Britones magis iactantia 

atque minis abundare quam audacia et probitate ualere. Iratus ilico Galgwainus euagi- nato 

ense quo accinctus erat irruit in eum et eiusdem capite amputato ad equos cum sociis 

digreditur.  ['Gaius Quintillianus was there, who said that the Britons were more bountiful 

with boasting and making threats than they were strong in courage and prowess. Gawain was 

immediately enraged, drew his sword from the scabbard, rushed at him, and cut off his head, 

then withdrew to the horses with his companions']: Geoffrey, Historia, ch. 166.   
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the counts.”191  

  

Moll summarizes: “The Gawain who appears in these very popular historical texts is not 

concerned with diplomacy or courtesy.  This Gawain is a military man who values actions 

over words.”192    

 As if to slow Gawain, and to make the terms of the game absolutely clear, and public, 

the Green Knight has Gawain repeat them back when he first steps forward to take the axe, 

again after the Green Knight is beheaded, before he departs the stunned court.  The terms are 

blow for blow, and to the one “so bolde in his blod, brayn in hys hede . . . I schal gif hym of 

my gyft thys giserne ryche, / This ax” (286, 288-9).  James Winny translates “so bolde in his 

blod” as “doughty in body,” and “brayn in hys hede” as “reckless in mind.”  Casey Finch 

keeps the phrase more literal: “so bold in blood, in his brain so unsound.”193  In fact, in its 

literal-symbolic mode, this “boldness” of blood derives from the belief that “weightier” or 

“thicker” blood was connected in the humoral system to melancholia, the malady of mind that 

led to anti-social behavior, impulsive anger, anxiety, ceaseless introspection, madness, even 

suicide.194   In De Temporum Ratione Bede schematizes human life according to the four 

                                                           
191 See Wace's Roman de Brut: A History of the British, ed. and trans. by Judith Weiss 

(Exeter: University of ExeterPress, 1999), 11. 11741-54. 

 
192 Moll, “Frustrated Readers,” 794. 

 
193 Casey Finch, trans., The Complete Works of the Pearl Poet, eds. Malcolm Andrew, Ronald 

Waldron, and Clifford Peterson (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993). 

  
194 "melancholy, n.1". OED Online. June 2011. Oxford University Press. 

http://www.oed.com/viewdictionaryentry/Entry/116007 (accessed June 2, 2011). 
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humors, seasons and qualities195:  Childhood corresponds to blood, spring, and moist/hot 

qualities; youth is known by red choler, summer, and hot/dry qualities.  As William James 

once remarked, “We glorify the soldier as the man absolutely unencumbered.  Owning 

nothing but his bare life, and willing to toss that up at any moment when the cause commands 

him, he is the representative of unhampered freedom in ideal directions.”196   

 All of this highlights the way in which the poet simultaneously acknowledges (by 

anticipating) the violent Gawain of the chronicles (and Arthur’s court in its present condition) 

while plainly rendering that reputation a critique in the boasting mouth of the Green Knight, 

for whom a willingness to participate in such a game of violence and self-sacrifice against a 

foe such as himself, for the sake of youthful pride, is fundamentally thoughtless and 

feverishly juvenile.  As Victoria Weiss has shown, it is Gawain’s impetuous decision to 

behead the Green Knight that sets the terms of a return blow of equal finality, since the terms 

of the game were simply blow for blow, not beheading for beheading, death for death.  This 

may seem like a technicality, and many have assumed the beheading is the Green Knight’s 

suggestion, but it is crucial that Gawain initiates the precise shape of the terms by his own 

judgment and action, in as much as it brings the heroic ideal of bold action into direct 

confrontation with itself via an order of meaning at once foreign and familiar to Camelot: the 

teachings, personality, and fate of Jesus of Nazareth.  In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus tells his 

disciples, “For with what judgment you judge, you shall be judged: and with what measure 

                                                           
195 Bede, “On the Four Seasons, Elements and Humors,” De Temporum Ratione, in Bedae 

Opera de Temporibus, ed. C.W. Jones (Cambridge, MA: Medieval Society of America, 

1943), 12. 

    
196 W. James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, Gifford Lectures 1901-1902 (New York:  

Longmans, Green, and Co., 1903), 318.   
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you mete, it shall be measured to you again.”197  Gawain, and Arthur’s court by extension, 

will be judged (the activity of making distinctions) according to his/its actuality, not its 

reputation, finery, or self-conception––so many shining surfaces in a world enamored of the 

visible.   

 Ad Putter has described the way in which “King Arthur’s court in the opening of Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight clearly resembles the aristocratic community of honour in 

whose image the earliest Arthurian writings had created the Fellowship of the Round 

Table.”198  And it is plain that the Green Knight’s test directly confronts and confounds this 

same chivalric system of honor-winning central to the heroic and aristocratic ideal of the 

young court199:  

[H]onour was as central to the mental universe of the nobility of the later Middle Ages 

as it had been for the warrior societies that had preceded it . . . Cultures where heroic 

stature is measured in terms of honour, in terms of the esteem with which one is held in 

the opinion of others, are characterized by aggressive assertiveness for the simple 

reason that esteem is ultimately as vital to one man of honour as to another, and 

therefore the object of intense rivalry.  One wins honour only at the expense of 

others.200 

 

This is, of course, the reason Arthur stages customary games and contests at such festal 

occasions, to satiate the desire of his knights, and himself, to accrue honor and demonstrate 

                                                           
197 Mt. 7:2.  

 
198 Ad Putter, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and French Arthurian Romance (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1995), 164. 

 
199 As Wace’s account of the Round Table makes clear, the idea of the table is an innovation 

of Arthur’s precisely to disable the rivalry of the barons––their willingness at any moment to 

prove or defend their merit with the sword––while they are assembled at court (Wace’s 

Roman de Brut, II. 9747-52).  

 
200 Putter, French Arthurian Romance, 164-5. 
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merit through physical prowess.  As the Green Knight makes clear in his challenge,201 the 

reputation of “Arthures hous” is predicated on boastfulness and aggression, yet the Green 

Knight’s game is not one of ‘batayl bare’, as Arthur assumes when he first leaps up to respond 

to the Knight’s challenge.202  Rather, the Green Knight has come, not to test physical honor, 

but moral honour and personal integrity, things largely hidden from sight.  The Green 

Knight’s game features no physical resistance or defense, no foe to overcome, and thus, no 

traditional form of honor can be won.203 It is a test of the strength of one’s words, one’s 

‘trawthe’, not the prowess of one’s body.204  It becomes all the more significant, then, that the 

Gawain-poet takes a familiar, and brief, scene of sudden violence, self-assertion and honor-

winning from the chronicle tradition and re-works it as a lengthy and elaborate quest romance, 

a test, not of actions in place of words, but of the relationship between words and actions, a 

test of Gawain’s ability, not to win honor in the traditional sense, but to demonstrate, or learn, 

a form of ‘trawthe’.   

 The Green Knight’s test, however, does not ignore the body.  It is not a retreat to sheer 

interiority, whatever that may mean.  Instead, it requires the participant ultimately to 

relinquish his body as an instrument of control or self-assertion, to surrender his body to the 

will of another, thereby acknowledging in action the body’s fundamental vulnerability and 

                                                           
201 Ln. 309-12. 

 
202 Ln. 275-8. 

 
203 Putter, French Arthurian Romance, 169. 

 
204 Though the lengthy description of the Green Knight’s physical form imply he is the 

idealized form of physical strength, he is clear that he has not come for a physical fight (ln. 

279). 
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contingency.205  That Gawain thinks he can avoid this by sheer force, decapitating the Green 

Knight, is entirely to the point of the game as a direct challenge to the heroic ideality of the 

court.  The aristocratic presumption of the centrality of fame and honor that would baptize 

widespread thuggery as courtliness, courage, even arch-piety, is necessarily perfunctory and 

impulsive in its performance, since delay, silence, and inaction might open the space of self-

reflection and self-understanding, the arena of moral judgment.   

 When Gawain first departs from Camelot for the Green Chapel, the narrator spends a 

“mere seven lines” describing Gawain’s battles with a litany of “foes”––“dragons, wolves, 

wodwos, bulls, bears, boars, and giants”206––before telling us in some of his most poignant 

descriptions that the cold weather posed a greater threat still to the iron-clad hero.  Slowed 

and assailed by the sleet and driving snow, unable to sleep upon the freezing stones, his armor 

transformed from defense to encumbrance, Gawain becomes like any of the “shivering 

beasts” upon whom “[s]leet showered aslant,” like the desperate little birds “that piteously 

piped for pain of the cold” (747).  This meditation on the way in which the cold slows the 

world of creatures, renders everything made of flesh and blood vulnerable to unheralded pain 

and silent death, provides a startling contrast to the warm, sheltered court at Camelot which 

fostered and celebrated dramatic action and punctuated rhetoric, the “bold blood and reckless 
                                                           
205 As Felicity Riddy observes:  

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is a poem over which death hangs, not abstracted or 

generalized, but physical and specific: a prospect of steel slicing through your neck.  

The killing of the animals in the hunts––disembowelled, skinned, cut up––is a 

reminder of what it is to be flesh. 

Felicity Riddy, “The Speaking Knight: Sir Gawain and Other Animals,” in Culture and the 

King: The Social implications of Arthurian Legend, ed. Martin B. Schichtman and James P. 

Carley (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 151. 

  
206 See Marie Boroff’s Traditions and Renewals: Chaucer, the Gawain-Poet & Beyond (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). 
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mind.”   

 This contrast is dramatized again at Hautedesert, but this time through an inversion, 

with the warm world of the castle becoming the slow world in which Gawain’s creaturely 

vulnerabilities are tested by the wooing wife of Lord Bertilak even as the bracing action of the 

hunt unfolds beyond the castle walls.  Of those exquisitely violent hunt scenes, Mark Miller 

notes   

In each case . . . the pleasures involved are those of mastery. But the pleasures of 

mastery . . . depend on an identification with mortality, not in a melancholic mode, but 

in a mode in which death’s approach marks the point of ultimate visceral contact with 

the world, of maximum exposure to its impact—even as that impact, to be registered at 

all, must be phantasmatically displaced onto the suffering body of the other, or the 

otherness of one’s own anticipated end, a “treachery’’ distinguished by its opposition to 

the ‘‘trawthe’’ it sets in motion.207 

 

In the artful parallel, Gawain is the harried, desperate creature (deer, boar, fox), chased, not 

chasing, hunted, not hunting––the man of action reduced to a desperate form of reaction, or 

inaction, in the face of his mortal frailties, whose very vulnerability is hidden, or 

“phantasmatically displaced,” from the obvious actions of life and death in the forest, to the 

bed chamber, the place of apparent leisure and comfort, the site of the secret allure of 

“treachery” and slow pleasures.                                               

 In Cleanness the speaker describes God’s response to Adam and Eve’s disobedience as 

“measured and moderate” because he could see “the matchless maiden” who would “[amend] 

that doom.”  In other words, the divine delay of death is understood by the speaker as a sort of 

decorum rooted in God’s foreknowledge of the future circumstances of redemption.  So too, 

the Green Knight’s strange promise of delayed death and his life-after-death subsistence mean 

                                                           
207 Mark Miller, “The Ends of Excitement in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: Teleology, 

Ethics, and the Death Drive,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 32 (2010), 232. 
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his word and action agree; and it is that ‘trawthe’, or correspondence, of speech and action 

which opens the space in which the ‘trawthe’ of Gawain’s own speech and action––his 

expressed condition and his actual condition––can be tested.  What literally makes the death-

game a test and disruption of the idealized court, then, is the delay.  There ought to be no 

place or time for the sacrificial flesh once it has been surrendered to death, but the peculiar 

result of the game and the peculiar terms of the game mean a period of twelve months is 

spread over Gawain and the court like a strange covering, a space in which the possibility of 

ransom can be thought but the means thereto are simultaneously prohibited.   

 If the delay had provided temporary relief for Gawain and the court at first (that quick 

return to revelries and feasting), its effects over time have become inauspicious, to say the 

least.  For as we noted earlier, just to the extent that Gawain’s death has been taken out of his 

own control by the terms of the game, such a death is not one that can be heroically defied or 

redeemed through the winning of honor.  Gawain’s situation is not that of Arcite’s in The 

Knight’s Tale, of whose death Theseus remarks: 208  

And certainly a man hath moost honour                                                                                       

 To dyen in his excellence and flour,                                                               

 Whan he is siker of his goode name;                                                    

 Thanne hath he doon his freend, ne hym, no shame. 

        (3047-50)209 

Gawain’s journey toward a death potentially without meaning or honor places his reputation 

                                                           
208 Nor, indeed, is it like Geoffrey de Charny’s valiant death at Poitiers. 

 
209 Chaucer, “The Knight’s Tale.”  See Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1987). 
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and his flesh in a mutual vulnerability that would be difficult to overstate.  This is why his 

departure from Arthur’s court provokes such a strange mixture of responses: the court does 

not quite know what to do with him.  As a living death, he is in one sense an abscess on the 

youthful court, a Philoctetes in the Greek camp.  The court is alternately carefree, deeply 

moved and repulsed by his strange circumstance.210  Mourning him as one already dead, they 

are unable even to celebrate his courage since there is no opportunity for honor, prowess or 

heroic resistance.  Indeed, once he departs, the knights vent their anger at him for foolishly 

undertaking a quest wherein no glory lies.211  As both a living sacrifice and a knight unable to 

win honor, Gawain’s flesh is made doubly strange, a thing conceptually, and soon 

geographically, alien to the court at Camelot.        

 To inflect this progressive alienation, the Gawain-poet subtly links the flesh of the 

Green Knight’s neck in the first beheading scene, the flesh of the deer Bertilak hunts and 

ritually slaughters, and the flesh of Gawain’s neck in the final axe-blow at the Green Chapel 

with the same phrase, “schyire grece.”  The use of this particular phrase to stand for “human” 

flesh appears utterly unique to the Gawain-poet and this poem,212 and as such, this 

“descriptive and verbal” linkage highlights, for Marie Borroff, the way in which human 

beings share the same vulnerability of animals as “embodied, mortal creatures.”213  Put 

another way, this shared verbal signal of all flesh’s implicit vulnerability to death is a way of 
                                                           
210 Ln. 542. 

 
211 Ln. 674-83. 

 
212 Marie Borroff, “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: The Passing of Judgment,” in The 

Passing of Arthur: New Essays in Arthurian Tradition, eds. Christopher Baswell and William 

Sharpe (New York: Garland, 1988), 109. 

 
213 Ibid., 110. 
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clothing the Green Knight’s and Gawain’s flesh in the flesh of beasts.  Moreover, in the 

retrospective mode of reading romance requires, the first appearance of “grece” can be seen to 

anticipate the otherwise spontaneous, and strangely attentive, scenes of the hunt and slaughter 

of the deer that open Fitt 3.  Mark Miller points out that “grece” not only recurs here but is 

once again paired with the only other time the poem uses the term “hyde”:214 “Gedered the 

grattest of gres  that ther were . . . Syth en rytte thay the foure lymmes and rent of the hyde” 

(1326, 32).  

 The flesh of the Green Knight is thus strange both in its animality and in its resistance to 

death, which things are linked, since the signal of alienation is also the space of its delayed 

death.  The collusion of promise and material performance instead creates the space-time of 

the narrative in the same way that the promise of death and the performance of God’s 

slaughter of “other” flesh for coverings literally renders history possible in the Judeo-

Christian narrative.  The merciful delay of death creates secular history––literally, the place of 

temporality, the time in which vulnerable bodies are able to move about.   

 

 

Paradigma and the End of History 

 We have seen the need Arthur has to normalize the event of the Green Knight, to cast it 

as a paradigm, like so many other marvels––an expected surprise.  As an idealized, or 

mythical, order, the heroic/aristocratic world relies on secure, predictable meanings, so that 

even the new and strange can be swallowed into the old and familiar by analogy––this is 

always more or less seen to be like that.  A world that depends on analogue and repetition for 
                                                           
214 Mark Miller, “The Ends of Excitement in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: Teleology, 

Ethics, and the Death Drive,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 32 (2010), 222. 
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its meanings is a world that is paradigmatic, not particular.  It’s order of history is not linear 

and unique but cyclical and fated.  The prologue of SGGK functions as just such a paradigm, 

where the rise and fall of Troy leads to, and is like, the rise and fall of Rome, which leads to, 

and is like, the rise of Britain––with the implicit warning (if warning is the right term), that 

Britain’s rise may (will?) lead to its eventual fall.  This is the paradigm of heroes and of myth; 

they rise and fall and another takes their place, only to follow the fated pattern.  Understood in 

this way, the prologue and epilogue are points of contest, attempts of the heroic world of 

Greco-Roman myth to swallow the linear history of the Judeo-Christian muthos into its 

pattern.  In this reading the notion of a felix culpa becomes a dangerous conceptual 

jouissance, a haunted satisfaction, or doomed hope.   

 This is the specter that ultimately haunts the exuberant Arthurian court in its first age.  

In the absence of a direct heir to foreshadow Arthur’s death and provide Camelot a future, it is 

the fiction of perpetuity alone that Arthur’s kingship can occupy without threat.  If Arthur, 

and the court as an order of meaning, is to deny its own contingency and maintain a mythical 

reading of itself, the normalized sacrifice of other bodies becomes just another tragic 

necessity.215  More subtly, though, as we have seen, the normalization of the Christian 

calendar requires signs meant to indicate unique, particular, and historical events like 

incarnation and resurrection are bent into just so many spokes of a revolving wheel.   

 Related to this is perhaps the most obvious (and thus least obvious) loci for the mythical 

reading of history as paradigma, the seasons of the year.  Seasons, of course, provide a 

traditional topoi of mutability, and the violent language of conquer, surrender, and defeat the 

poet uses to describe seasonal change in Fitt 2 would seem to reinforce this:  
                                                           
215 That the nearest bodied heir, Gawain, is the subject of this tale’s first sacrifice dramatizes 

the deep desire for Arthur’s fictive eternality. 
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   For thagh men ben mery quen thay han mayn drynk, 

   A yere yernes ful yerne, and yeldez never lyke, 

   The form of the fynisment foldez ful selden. 

   Forthi this Yol overyede, and the yere after, 

   And uche sesoun serlepes sued after other: 

   After Crystenmasse com the crabbed lentoun 

   That fraystez flesch wyth the fysche and fode more symple; 

               (497-503)   

 

Once the flesh feasted at the season of celebration, but soon time gave way to Lent and the 

flesh was famished by fasting and plain foods.  The deliberate entangling of flourishing and 

famished flesh with the liturgical cycle set by the revolution of seasons, “uche sesoun serlepes 

sued after other,” couches the court and Gawain’s mirth in a world delimited by seasonal 

death:  

   Wrothe wynde of the welkyn wrastelez with the sunne, 

   The levez lancen fro the lynde and lyghten on the grounde, 

   And al grayes the gres that grene watz ere. 

   Thenne al rypez and rotez that ros upon furst, 

   And thus yirnez the yere in yisterdayez mony, 

   And wynter wyndez agayn, as the worlde askez, 

      no fage        

                     (525-530) 
 

Though seasonal change signals the mutability of all flesh, the regularity, even predictability, 

of such death and rebirth indicates a higher order of meaning; but without any clear reference 

to the providential hand of God in nature or history, as one might expect in a Judeo-Christian 

world, this higher order of meaning might just as easily be understood as the ineluctable 

paradigm of  “fate” found both in classical tragedy and Celto-Germanic myth, where every 

rise is followed by a concomitant fall, and where those who attempt to exalt themselves are 

inevitably crushed by calamity or death, as the chorus in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon famously 

sings.   

 The world’s “asking” for winter and the urging along of the seasonal cycle is a powerful 
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anthropomorphism of governance that parallels the way in which Arthur “asked” or 

demanded a marvel or “death game” before feasting, which asking then “asked” for the flesh 

of a substitute, Gawain, so that Arthur’s court did not collapse with a final winter but could 

turn to the spring of feasting on rich foods.  The “wynter” of death is tolerable so long as it 

perpetually yields into spring.  Note that what the “worlde askez” is that “wynter wyndez 

agayn.”  Here both the destructive force of winter winds--those whose “wrothe” “wrastelez 

with the sunne”--and the image of the “whirling” or “wheeling round again” of the seasonal 

cycle are deliberately interlaced in the single word, “wyndez.”  Life and death are locked 

together, “as custom requires.”216   

 Winter’s ‘wage’ remind Gawain that that in order to keep ‘trwthe’, his own flesh has 

been surrendered to this wheel of time and fate, “Then thenkkez Gawan ful sone Of his anious 

vyage” (534-5).  So while it is nested in what may seem to be the relentless, superficial 

rotation of seasonal and liturgical cycles, Gawain’s awakening to the strangeness of his own 

death nevertheless initiates a personal history that imitates in miniature the Christian 

understanding of homo viator between the promise of death and final judgment.217  As the last 

                                                           
216 James Winny’s translation of “as the worlde askez” in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

(Ontario: Broadview press, 1992). 

 
217 As Richard Green has argued, though it stands in obvious tension to classical views of 

time,    

[T]his procession of seasons, within the Christian context explicitly and pervasively 

established by the poet, much more clearly indicates the passage of time from the first 

Coming to the second, from man's undertaking the journey of life to the judgment 

which is its inevitable conclusion. The arming of the knight about to undertake his 

quest occurs on the morning following the celebration of All Saints Day on November 

first, the last great feast of the liturgical year when the medieval church celebrated the 

final victory of all those who had achieved the perfection which the Church Militant 

on earth still sought. 

It is also typical of the homiletical tradition of the period to confront the listener with the 

thought of their own death to initiate reflection on the personal belief and action, in the 
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cycle he expects to experience, the seasonal wheel is experientially flattened out into a line on 

which his “anious voyage” can both begin an end.  But more than that, as the story 

progresses218 it becomes clearer and clearer that the descriptions of seasons, of landscapes and 

weather, shift in accord with Gawain’s particular frame of mind in that instant.219  Such 

descriptio, in the tradition of medieval rhetorical theory, emphasizes the way in which 

perception itself is a mutable and contingent feature of human cognition, tied inescapably to 

the body and its experiences.  Human experience unavoidably absorbs and transforms even 

that which is conceptually universal and paradigmatic via its own particular acts of perception 

and expression.  And this narrative feature simultaneously points up the extent to which we 

necessarily participate in shaping our experience of the world––the extent to which meaning 

is tied to perception and perception is able to be influenced––and the possibility that 

perception, like the meanings we make, may not accord with the actual state, or trawþe, of 

things.      

 

 

The Error of Symbolic Logic 

 When Gawain dresses for his journey we are told he puts on “gyld gere that glent 

theralofte” [“Armor, glistening and gilded . . . gloriously brought”] (569), “His legez lapped 

in stel with luflych greuez” [“On his legs servants lapped and tied lovely, bright greaves”] 

(575); “knee-pieces” “policed ful clene”; “knotez of golde”;  
                                                                                                                                                                                     

tradition of memento mori.  See, for example, John Mirk’s sermon on the Feast of the 

Circumcision (John Mirk, Mirk’s Festial, ed. Theodor Erbe).     

  
218 Ln. 772; 798-9; 1694-6; 1746-9.   

 
219 See Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 4, and Putter, French Arthurian Romance, 12-13.  
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   And syþen þe brawden bryné of bryȝt stel ryngez 

   Vmbeweued þat wyȝ vpon wlonk stuffe, 

   And wel bornyst brace vpon his boþe armes, 

   With gode cowters and gay, and glouez of plate, 

   And alle þe godlych gere þat hym gayn schulde   

     þat tyde; 

   Wyth ryche cote-armure, 

   His gold sporez spend with pryde, 

   Gurde wyth a bront ful sure 

   With silk sayn vmbe his syde. 

 

   When he watz hasped in armes, his harnays watz ryche: 

   Þe lest lachet oþer loupe lemed of golde. 

   So harnayst as he watz he herknez his masse 

 

   [All was covered keenly with a coat of bright mail, 

   Which was wrapped around the rich cloth that he wore. 

   Then came braces, well burnished, on both of his arms, 

   And glorious, glistening gloves on his hands. 

   Thus he wore wondrous gear for whatever might then  

     Betide. 

   The coat of arms came last; 

   And spurs with skill supplied; 

   And broadsword, fastened fast 

   In sword-sheath at his side 

 

   Gawain’s glorious gear was glistening and fine; 

   With a glinting, rich gold, each clasp glowd in the light. 

   Thus well dressed, he devoutly and duly heard Mass] 

             (580-92) 

  

From lines 566-590 we have his gold, glistening adornment, followed by a brief interlude for 

the hearing of Mass, “Offred and honoured at þe heȝe auter.”  The amount of brightness, light, 

of gleaming and glinting found in descriptions of the Green Knight and of Gawain are so 

effusive we may wonder if they are ironic.  But the speaker’s consistency in attending to the 

clothing and armor, the fabrics and fittings not only of the Green Knight’s clothing and 

Gawain’s bright gear, but of Guinevere’s exotic, oriental silks and Gringolet’s gold-fringed 

saddle, ought to paint a more comprehensive picture of an order of spectacle which is 
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fundamental to the heroic order of meaning we have been exploring.  Commenting on the 

meticulous outfitting of the great knight William Marshall, for example, Georges Duby notes, 

“A good seigneur . . . knows the essential value of the body’s ornaments in a culture of 

ostentation and display, in a society where a man is judged by what he wears on his back.  He 

knows he must be well dressed in order to be loved, feared, served.”220   

The speaker’s aristocratic obsession with the beautiful surfaces that cover, protect and 

adorn various figures in the poem points to the belief that, in the idealized world of chivalry, 

just as ones verbal expressions must correspond with ones activity, ones physical appearance 

must likewise manifest, or declare, the otherwise hidden qualities one bears.  This is clear in 

the elaborate opening descriptions of the Green Knight in Fitt 1, certainly, but it is no less in 

evidence in the great equipping scene of Fitt 2 when Gawain is preparing, and being prepared, 

for his uncertain journey toward death: 

THEN þay schewed hym þe schelde, þat was of schyr goulez 

Wyth þe pentangel depaynt of pure golde hwez. 

He braydez hit by þe bauderyk, aboute þe hals kestes, 

Þat bisemed þe segge semlyly fayre. 

And quy þe pentangel apendez to þat prynce noble 

I am in tent yow to telle, þof tary hyt me schulde: 

Hit is a syngne þat Salamon set sumquyle 

In bytoknyng of trawþe, bi tytle þat hit habbez, 

 

[They showed forth the shield that shone with bright red, 

With its pentangle depicted in pure, golden hues. 

Close about his broad neck, by its baldric, he swung it; 

It suited him certainly, showed his grace. 

Why that prince’s pentangle is proper, indeed 

I intend now to tell, though I tarry a bit. 

That pure star is a sign that King Solomon used  

To betoken the truth that by title it holds.] 

        (619-26) 

 
                                                           
220 Georges Duby, William Marshall: The Flower of Chivalry, trans. Richard Howard (New 

York: Random House, 1985), 19.  
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This “syngne” “bisemed þe segge semlyly fayre”; the “schelde” they “schewed hym,” quite 

simply “schewed hym,” expressed him, suited him, “semly fayre.”  The adornment, the pure 

gold properly and in good proportion “showed his grace,” expressed his virtue as something 

not hidden but perfectly expressed, revealed in a perfect correspondence of actuality and 

appearance:  

Forþy hit acordez to þis knyȝt and to his cler armez, 

For ay faythful in fyue and sere fyue syþez 

Gawan watz for gode knawen, and as golde pured, 

Voyded of vche vylany, wyth vertuez ennourned 

 in mote; 

Forþy þe pentangel nwe 

He ber in schelde and cote, 

As tulk of tale most trwe 

And gentylest knyȝt of lote. 

  

[To that prince thus the pentangle’s proper; for he 

Was in fivefold ways faithful to five points of truth.   

For Sir Gawain was as good as pure gold, unalloyed; 

For his virtue without villainy that valiant knight  

 Was known. 

That pentangle, painted new, 

On shield and coat thus shone. 

Untainted, trusted, true, 

Good Gawain stood alone.] 

       (631-9) 

  

As a symbol the pentangle was fashioned by Solomon, which, “In bytoknyng of trawþe, bi 

tytle þat hit habbez,” [“betokens the truth that by title it holds”].  This means first that the 

symbol’s meaning is located in an ideal correspondence to its creator, “the wisest man who 

ever lived.”   

 But “In bytoknyng of trawþe, bi tytle þat hit habbez” is also an elegant tautology, in that 

the pentangle’s meaning is both absolute and portable because its logic is ideal, is literally 

geometrical, which in a suggestive and illuminating connection is the same as saying its 
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meaning and logic are titular, a symbolic office of certain definition that can be fashioned, 

worn, and transferred without alteration.  As a figure of symbolic logic par excellence, the 

pentangle is in this way a token, an utterly self-contained object (the endless knot) because its 

meaning is necessarily self-referential, a token of the trawþe it has always already been 

ascribed.  So whether used by King Solomon, or by “gode” Gawain, whose goodness is 

“knawen,” or expressed in the sight of others without occlusion, ”untainted,” “as golde pured, 

/ Voydeed of vche vylany, wyth vertuez ennourned,” in Finch’s gloss, “unalloyed.”  The 

pentangle always ineluctably signifies pure perfection, and because it is a static badge, it 

assumes a perfect correspondence with the invisible qualities of the one who shows it as their 

sign.  This is why the speaker feels the need to justify Gawain’s “perfect” virtue, turning from 

the pentangle’s signification at the bob of the stanza to what is “mote,” what is clearly shown 

about Gawain, finally weaving the symbol and the knight himself into a single, seamless 

correspondence with the wheel––a single “tale,” or expression, of what is “trwe.”  Appearing 

on the out-facing side of his shield, the pentangle is a “newly painted” symbol covering 

Gawain’s heroic artifact––a meaningful, if ideal, reading of himself which the court has given 

him to encounter and combat the alien and uncertain world toward which he wanders.   

 This may seem to obscure what is obvious: that the relationship between Gawain and 

the pentangle is fundamentally heraldic.  After all, for all its somewhat complex symbology, 

the practical logic of heraldry was to make visible the otherwise hidden identities of 

combatants covered from head-to-toe in armor.  The accrual of a knight’s honors and 

distinctions, won in faits d’armes,221 validated, or justified the armor he bore, but such 

                                                           
221 By the 14th century the chaotic melees of earlier centuries whereby hundreds and 

thousands of knights fought mock battles that often resulted in death and serious injury, but 

whose purpose was the securing of valuable ransoms and thereby individual advancement for 
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justification was irrelevant in an aristocratic culture if it was unknown, which is to say, 

unseen: “In the heraldic perspective external actions, not inner motives, determine knightly 

excellence.”  Thus ones deeds needed to be externalized, declared in images that could easily 

be seen and read by opponents and comrades alike, a way of distinguishing this knight from 

every other.222  By the early part of the 13th century this symbolic activity had evolved into an 

increasingly complex and metaphysical ritual.223  Rodney Dennys describes the way in which 

[t]he ceremony of creating a new knight had, by this time [ca. 1235-1315], taken on 

something of the nature of a sacrament in which the Church took an active part; and the 

ceremonial presentation to the  new knight of his sword, spurs and shield, such as 

took place when King Henry 1 knighted Geoffrey of Anjou, gave rise to a particular 

symbolism in which feudal obligation, the calls of religion, and social duty were 

interwoven.  It can therefore be seen that the device on a knight’s shield would have a 

special significance and be regarded by him and his followers as his ‘alter ego.’224    

     

As his visible name, a knight’s heraldic shield, the thing he carried in front of him as his 

announcement and defense, came to function not only as as the public record of his physical 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

the successful knights, like Marshall, in armor, weapons, money and thus social status, had, 

for the most part, settled into the more controlled affairs of the joust.  

  
222 Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 25. 

 
223 It must be noted that just prior to this move toward synthesis the tension between the order 

of the Church and the order of chivalry was still at a point of great contention and antagonism, 

so that William Marshall could be recorded as saying on his death bed:  

The churchmen work against us; they shave us too close.  I have captured in my 

lifetime at least five hundred knights whose arms, horses, and caparisons I have taken 

for my own.  If the kingdom of God is denied me for this reason, I can do nothing 

about it.  Would you have me yield it all up again?  For God I can do no more than 

offer him myself, repenting of all the sins I have committed.  If the priests and clerks 

would not have me cast out, rejected, excluded, they must leave me in peace.  Either 

their argument is false, or else no man can be saved.  

Duby, William Marshall: The Flower of Chivalry, 18-19. 

  
224 Rodney Dennys, The Heraldic Imagination, (London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1976), 42-3. 

 



117 
 

achievements and social status but as the guarantor of his personal piety.225   

 The obvious danger of donning a symbol of perfect virtue and absolute truth, a symbol 

technically only proper to deity,226 is of course the presumption of deification, the impossible 

correspondence of the absolute and the finite, the erasure of the definitional gulf between 

creator and creature.  This is why the speaker in SGGK says it is necessary to digress and 

explain how a symbol of absolute truth could be applied rightly to Gawain himself.  But rather 

than moderating its significance for a contingent creature, the speaker elevates Gawain, 

explaining the pentangle was “proper” or suitable as a sign “for he / Was in fivefold ways 

faithful to five points of truth.”  This could as easily be glossed “perfectly faithful to absolute 

truth,” since the pentangle, like the circle, was an ubiquitous res of that which is infinite, or 

perfect, for both speculative geometers of antiquity and the late antique and scholastic 

theologians who absorbed so much of their spirit and thought.  For figures as diverse as 

Boethius (De Arithmetica), Nicholas Oresme (Quaestiones super Geometriam Euclidis), 

Bartholomew Anglicus (De Proprietatibus Rerum), Anselm (Monologion), Thomas 

Bradwardine (Geometria Speculativa and De Causa Dei), Aquinas, and Nicholas of Cusa (De 

Docta Ignorantia), the pentangle was an appropriate signum “of endless, invisible substances” 

like truth.227  Commenting on Aristotle’s De Anima, Aquinas says,  

                                                           
225 That the future of Troy pivots on the moment Patroklus dons the armor of Akhilleus is all 

to this point––a history, as we have seen, not insignificant to the Gawain-poet and the history, 

meaning, and future of Camelot itself.  To wear another’s sign and armor is an absolute 

misrepresentation, and in the case of Patroklus, it is a tragic, if well-meaning, lie.  It famously 

dooms Hektor, his kingdom, and the one who falsely clothed himself.   

 
226 See Ross Gilbert Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

(Toronto: University of Toronto, 1987), 60-65. 

 
227  See Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 18-46. 
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. . . [Aristotle] compares the different kinds of souls to geometrical figures, where one 

includes another and has something over, as a pentagon includes a quadrilateral.  In this 

way the intellective soul has among its capacities everything the sense-soul of animals 

and the nutritive soul of pants have. Thus as a pentagon-shaped surface can supply us 

with a quadrilateral without being reshaped in order to do so, since a quadrilateral is 

contained in any pentagonal figure, so Socrates is not constituted a man by one soul and 

an animal by another, but both man and animal by the one soul.228  

 

Arthur summarizes the theory this way: 

Just as the figure [of the pentangle] is without beginning and end, so too veritas is 

without beginning or end.  The figure is simultaneously unified and composite, and 

veritas is One and yet manifested in many, creatures and propositions.  An infinite figure 

is, secundum ymaginacionem mathematicam, a contradiction in terms, and the veritas 

signifies unites maximum and minimum and has no beginning or end even if we start 

from the hypothesis that it has a beginning and end.229   

 

 Here again, though, as with the evolution of heraldic meaning and usage, it is crucial to 

note the development of the meaning and usage of the english word for veritas, trawþe.  As 

the OED and MED show, and several Gawain critics have emphasized,230 “throughout the 

Old English and Middle English periods trawþe was limited to 1) ‘Faithfulness, good faith, 

loyalty; honesty’; 2) One’s faith as pledged or plighted in a solemn agreement or undertaking; 

                                                           
228 See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (New York: The Aquinas Institute, 2012), a 

76.3.  Or as Dante in the Convivio has it:  

For, as says the Philosopher in the second Of the Soul, the powers of the soul are 

graded, as the figure of the quadrangle is of higher grade than the triangle and the 

pentagon of higher grade than the quadrangle, thus the sensitive is of higher grade than 

the vegitative, and the intellectual of higher grade than the sensitive; and so just as if 

you withdraw the last side of a pentagon you have a quadrangle left, but no longer a 

pentagon, so if you withdraw the last power of the soul, that is the reason, the man is 

no longer left, but something with a sensitive only; that is, a brute animal.  (VII.140-

150) 

Dante, The Convivio of Dante, trans. Philip Henry Wicksteed (New York: J.M. Dent and Co., 

1903), 262.  

 
229 Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 45. 

 
230 Morgan, Burrow, Gross, and Arthur among them. 
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. . . a promise, covenant.’231 Trawþe, in this way, is what is relative to the actions of a subject, 

the subject’s covenant faithfulness, her fealty to her lord, society, her word, God, etc.  Arthur 

and Gross, however,232 point to “two, new, interrelated senses” of the word that emerged in 

the second half of the 14th century: “True religious belief or doctrine; orthodoxy,” and “That 

which is true, real, or actual (in a general or abstract sense); reality; spec. in religious use, 

spiritual reality as the subject of revelation or object of faith.” So medieval, English 

“translators of the [Vulgate] generally [used] trawþe for veritas.233  Taken together, trawþe, or 

faith, came to describe the active trust in and loyalty to what is actually revealed to be the case 

about God, oneself, and the world, because what is actually the case does not readily appear to 

sight.  So Richard Rolle translates 2 Cor. 5:7 “[W]e go by trouthe, noghte by syghte, Pat es, 

we lyff in trouthe, not in bodily felynge”; and the Cursor Mundi glosses Luke 7:50 (Fides tua 

te salvam) “[P]I mikel treuth has Pe saved.”  Spiritual reality must be held to despite its 

hiddenness in a world that appears otherwise, and the manner of holding to that hidden trawþe 

is active participation in that order of meaning by the exercise of loyalty and trust, the trawþe 

of faith.   

 This sense of trawþe as both means and end––one’s active faithfulness and the reality to 

which one is faithful––means that trawþe itself assumes the structure of romance, is both 

quest and arrival, venturing forth and coming home.  This means that any particular instance, 

or understanding, of trawþe is situational and provisional, not because trawþe is finally 

                                                           
231 Gregory W. Gross, “Secret Rules: Sex, Confession, and Truth” Arthuriana 4.2. (1994), 

165. 

 
232 Ibid., 159. 

 
233 OED, “Truth”; cited in Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory, 45.  Interestingly, Arthur cites, 

among the most obvious examples of this practice, John 8. 
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relative, but because, like the spiritual pilgrim, trawþe exists along a perceptual and 

actionable continuum between covenant and consummation, between a knowledge believed in 

fully though not in full evidence (whose scope is in part, as the sight of one who sees through 

a glass darkly), and a knowledge that is fully evident and without distortion (when belief has 

become sight, as when one sees face to face).   

 The definitive extra-biblical statement concerning the relationship between the 

contingent truth of human faithfulness and the absolute truth of the hidden God is 

Augustine’s: 

A certain one of those who were formerly regarded as wise men by the Greeks has said: 

‘As eternity is to that which has a beginning, so truth is to faith.’  And he has indeed 

spoken truly, for what we call temporal, he has described as that which has a beginning.  

And to this class we also belong, not only according to the body, but also according to 

the mutability of the soul. For that is not properly called eternal which is changed in 

some part.  Insofar, therefore as we are changeable, insofar is the distance between us 

and eternity.  But eternal life is promised to us by means of the truth, and once again our 

faith is just as far away from the clear knowledge of the truth as mortality is from 

eternity.  Hence, we now practice faith in the things that were done in time for our sake, 

and by it we are cleansed, in order that when we have come to sight, as the truth follows 

faith, so may eternity follow mortality.  Wherefore, our faith will become truth when we 

shall arrive at that which is promised us who believe, but that which is promised to us is 

eternal life.  For the Truth has said––not that future truth, such as our faith is to become, 

but the Truth that is always, because in it is eternity––that Truth, therefore, has said: 

‘Now this is eternal life, that they may know thee, the one true God, and him who thou 

has sent, Jesus Christ.’  When our faith by seeing shall be transformed into truth, then 

eternity shall hold fast to our own mortality that has then been changed.234 

 

The relationship between Gawain and the meaning borne by the pentangle is necessarily 

contingent and not absolute.  To absolutize truth and ascribe it to a creature is to confuse the 

distinction between creature and creator, the distance between faith and Truth.   

 The activity of faith places one in accord with what is true, it does not place the truth in-

                                                           
234 Quoted in Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory, 103-4; italics mine.  This is from De Trinitate 

CCSL 50, IV, xviii (24), and Augustine is quoting Plato’s Timaeus 29c and John 17:3. 
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hand, as though it were a discrete object, or possession, by right or by proxy.  Faith is 

movement toward a promise, a journey along the path uniquely opened by that promise, and 

as such it is only ever provisionally true from the standpoint of the finite, since faith’s 

transformation into truth is only realized at the creature’s arrival before the one true God, who 

alone is both the substance and expression of this promised truth.  As Anselm puts it in the 

Summa Veritas, 

We speak improperly when we say ‘the truth of this thing’ or ‘the truth of that thing.’  

For truth does not have its being in or from or through the things in which it is said to 

be.  But when these things are in accordance with truth, which is always present to 

things which are as they ought to be, then we say ‘the truth of that thing’ (for example, 

‘the truth of the will’ or ‘the truth of action’).  Similarly, we say ‘the time of this thing’ 

or ‘the time of that thing,’ although there is one and the same time for all things which 

exist together at the same time.  And if this thing that did not exist, time would 

nonetheless remain the same; for we say ‘the time of this thing’ or ‘the time of that 

thing’ not because time is in these things but because these things are in time.  Now, 

when considered in itself, time is not called the time of anything; but when we consider 

things which are in time, we say ‘the time of this thing’ or ‘the time of that thing.’  

Similarly, Supreme Truth, existing in and of itself, is not the truth of anything, but when 

something accords with Supreme Truth, then we speak of the truth or rightness of that 

thing.235   

 

Something is true only to the extent that that thing or person participates in, is found in, the 

truth at any given moment.  This is an extremely contingent and dynamic conception of truth, 

and one that challenges the static, symbolic logic of formalist rhetorical theories and magical 

theories of phenomena, ontology, and their relationship. 

 This returns us to the original concept behind heraldry as an active, implicitly 

provisional, sign of virtue:  

Nobility is seen not as a static quality but as one which must be maintained through 
                                                           
235 Quoted in Arthur, Medieval Sign Theory, 86-7; italics mine.  This is from Anselm’s 

Philosophical Fragments, De Grammatico, On Truth, Freedom of Choice; The Fall of the 

Devil; The Harmony of the Foreknowledge, the Predestination, and the Grace of God 

(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1976), 106. 
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action.  Heraldic insignia testify to the ongoing chivalric practices of the bearers.  Arms 

are dishonored or withdrawn for unchivalric actions such as treason, cowardice, or 

breach of faith.  Coats of arms can also be amended to reflect the altered status of the 

bearers . . . Changes can also reflect honors won.236 

Trawþe as fealty to the identity one professes as his sign must continually be tested and 

proven to see if it accords with that profession.  It is an ongoing, dynamic process of enacting 

that with which one claims to be in accord.  But herein lies the pressure and problem of the 

pentangle for Gawain.  Precisely because of the covenanted absence, or delay, of action, the 

elaborate equipping scene and description of the pentangle––a full fifty lines are devoted to 

Gawain and Gringolet’s variously glittering accretions––loudly professes, or heralds, a knight 

promised only to the action of dying.    

 As a symbol given to Gawain by the court, the pentangle is as much the court’s 

statement about itself as it is its statement about Gawain:  

Just as the pentangle suggests that the sets of virtues represented on its points (the 'five 

fives') are held by Gawain in perfect harmony and balance, it also suggests that he 

himself is thoroughly integrated within the value system of the court: individual and 

community identity are united in the values of 'the endeles knot [the endless knot]'.237   

In effect, Gawain is carrying an heroic history into a future that does not require or recognize 

much of its meaning, and the accouterments of that history threaten to become so many 

calcified forms of no effect under this new promise.  It simply cannot be overlooked that 

Gawain is being magnificently armed and equipped for what is essentially a non-combat 
                                                           
236 C. Wilfrid Scott-Giles, The Romance of Heraldry (New York: E.P. Dutton and J.M. Dent, 

1957), 97-8.  Cf. Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 28 and Keen, Chivalry, 174-6.  

   
237 Gross, “Secret Rules,” 160. 
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situation, a test not of active force but of active surrender.  What do more and more layers of 

gold and silk signify here if not the court’s blank stare, its resolute professio of itself 

regardless of the actual circumstance and particular promise?  Gawain is mournfully being set 

forth into the world as a memorial of an old order whose youthful participants cannot 

recognize their entanglement in its tragic knot.   

   Yet even if “Gawain” here is a word expressed not just by himself but especially by 

others, a “tale” or muthos the speaker digresses to justify, a figure covered by the court’s self-

conception of perfect virtue and bravery, outfitted in a burial shroud whose irony seems to 

escape all parties––since its symbol can only be made truthful if Gawain refuses to use it––the 

test of faith is nonetheless what truly separates Gawain from Camelot.  The covenant Gawain 

has committed to means he must come to recognize that in order to come into a truthful 

relationship with the pentangle he heralds and the God to which it points, he must ultimately 

discard it, lay it aside as an artifact in itself.  He must separate himself from any notion of the 

pentangle as an autonomous, magical object that necessarily or accidentally carries within 

itself, and transfers to its bearer, meaning.  Faith is what the court cannot grasp in its heroic 

model of meaning, and so it is what truly makes Gawain, not the court’s hero, but homo 

viator, the man who must set forth alone, the alien entering the wilderness, shivering like any 

finite thing covered in flesh.   

 But as we have seen, the education of homo viator out of error, as a quest romance, is an 

elliptical progress.  One does not leap from one order to another, one learns through encounter 

to discard what no longer accords with experience and promise.  As with Adam and Eve 

following their first disobedience in the ideal world of Eden, Gawain first moves from the 

ideal world of Camelot into the trees, the place of shaggy obfuscation that physically obscures 
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the alienation it psychologically reveals.238  As we noted earlier, for Gawain the alien lands of 

freezing forests and rocky hillsides bring foes of all sizes, from wolves to bears to giants to 

dragons, and “Nade he ben duȝty and dryȝe, and Dryȝtyn had serued, / Douteles he hade ben 

ded and dreped ful ofte” (724).  Here, “Had Christ never cared for, nor courage served, him” 

he would not have survived.  The orders are mixed for the first phase of his quest, but 

immediately thereafter the speaker acknowledges that  

For werre wrathed hym not so much þat wynter nas wors, 

When þe colde cler water fro þe cloudez schadde, 

And fres er hit falle myȝt to þe fale erþe 

 

[Yet the winter was worse than those wearisome battles; 

For a freezing rain fell from a frosty, gray sky, 

And lay on the land and the lanes that he took] 

       (726-9) 

Gawain is described as being ultimately “naked” and “alone,” his armor and shield unable to 

protect him from the cold:  

To se þe seruyse of þat syre, þat on þat self nyȝt 

Of a burde watz borne oure baret to quelle; 

And þerfore sykyng he sayde, 'I beseche þe, lorde, 

And Mary, þat is myldest moder so dere, 

Of sum herber þer heȝly I myȝt here masse, 

Ande þy matynez to-morne, mekely I ask, 

And þerto prestly I pray my pater and aue 

and crede.' 

He rode in his prayere, 

And cryed for his mysdede, 
                                                           
238 The mystification of forests is a commonplace in medieval romances like Sir Orfeo and 

Yvain.  See Putter, French Arthurian Romance, 16-27.  It’s original, though, is Adam and 

Eve’s arboreal hiding place in Gen. 3:8. 
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He sayned hym in syþes sere, 

And sayde 'Cros Kryst me spede!' 

   

[He fears that finally he’ll fail to attend  

The service of our Savior Who that same evening was, 

Every soul to save, to a sweet maiden born. 

He says with a sigh, ‘I beseech you, O Lord, 

And Mary, our mother so mild. Direct me 

To a haven. With glad heart I would hear there the Mass; 

Your matins tomorrow I meekly request.   

Thus promptly I pray my Pater and Ave 

And Creed.’ 

That prince repents his sins 

And, solemn on his steed, 

Crossing himself, petitions: 

‘Lord Christ, my cause now speed!’] 

                (750-762) 

 

Finally, near to death, he cries out in prayer and desperation to God to save him, his first act 

of genuine surrender, and as if in response to this cry of weakness and need, Hautedesert 

appears through the fog, a gift of hospitality from the unseen God to the shivering wayfarer.   

 When Gawain first arrives at Hautedesert it is not his military reputation that primarily 

precedes him, rather, it is his reputation as a great speaker, a rhetorician of great skill and 

courtesy: 

Vch segge ful softly sayde to his fere: 

'Now schal we semlych se sleȝtez of þewez 

And þe teccheles termes of talkyng noble, 

Wich spede is in speche vnspurd may we lerne, 

Syn we haf fonged þat fyne fader of nurture. 

God hatz geuen vus his grace godly for soþe, 

Þat such a gest as Gawan grauntez vus to haue, 

When burnez blyþe of his burþe schal sitte 

and synge. 

In menyng of manerez mere 

Þis burne now schal vus bryng, 

I hope þat may hym here 

Schal lerne of luf-talkyng.' 

 

[Each man said, as he stood aside, to his neighbor. 
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‘Now we’ll see certainly see both the seemliest manners 

And the phrases and figures of faultless discourse. 

We will hear one handy in the high art of speech, 

Since the paragon of politeness has paid us a visit. 

We’ve been graced by the goodness of God, to be sure, 

For a guest such as Gawain He has granted us all. 

When we sit and sing, when we celebrate Christ 

 Above, 

We’ll learn to be polite; 

Our polish will improve, 

When we hear this high knight 

Discourse on courtly love.’] 
 

    (915-927) 

 

“Luf-talkyng” is the art of courtly hospitality, a species of xenia, the art of being a stranger 

who is ever at home in the world, a lover who is not a lover, a servant of love who is not a 

spouse, a stranger whose speech makes them a friend of all.  Like the reputable military 

prowess of tournaments, jousts, and melees, which the Green knight had sought to the test in 

Camelot, the reputable rhetoric of the gentle knight’s erotika pathemata is the art which 

Hautedesert and Lady Bertilak are most interested in witnessing and testing.  If Camelot was a 

martial world, Hautedesert is its rhetorical inversion, where the violent are disarmed and 

asked to talk of love.   

 So the narrative swiftly ushers Gawain into an elaborate realm of xenia, into a warm 

company of royal hosts and servants who quickly remove his heroic gear and clothe him in 

clean, white linens.  The motif of the long death is not absent from these proceedings, since 

after William Marshall had been elaborately outfitted for his funeral––“to abide in the 

memory of his people, in the plenitude of the virtues suited to his state”––his gear and finery 

was customarily removed from his body and distributed to his knights, so that they could 

carry it forward in a way that the dying man could be seen, in a way, to be restored to life: 



127 
 

“On the Sunday before Ascension, William was thus ceremoniously stripped of his gowns.  

He no longer possessed anything but his shroud.  He was ready for his journey.”   

 Stripped of his gear and its explicit honors, stripped of the heroic opportunities for 

mastery over alien flesh taking place outside the castle, Gawain is ushered, nearly naked, 

clothed only in his oath of fealty, into a final test of mastery over his own flesh just days 

before his impending death.  If Gawain were to fulfill his erotic desire for the lady he would, 

in effect, render himself not only naked but ashamed, stripped of the last identifiable feature 

of his honor, his word and promise, his truthfulness to his new host and master, Lord Bertilak, 

who, as the Green Knight ‘hidden’ under a different aspect, is also the author and judge of 

Gawain’s first promise as well as his second.  The arrangement of the exchange of winnings, 

like the first game it mirrors, means that whether in failure or faithfulness, Gawain is expected 

to account for, to confess and thereby make evident, whatever in him is hidden.  Whatever is 

done in secret must be brought to the light and made manifest.    

 Stripped of the old world, Gawain is introduced to a different order, one that does not 

invite him to combat games or to the hunt, one which tests his faith through rhetoric alone by 

leaving him defenseless, except for his words and judgment, before the advances of Lady 

Bertilak.  For the Gawain-poet it is precisely the less active, less apparently heroic spaces––

those sleet-covered hills and these warm castle bedrooms––that are the peculiar place in 

which heroic self-exertion can be tested as a moral category.  The idea is not without 

significant precedence in the romances of Chretien, of course, but the obvious biblical 

analogue is no less instructive.  In 2 Samuel 11 we read:  

And it came to pass at the return of the year, at the time when kings go forth to war, that 

David sent Joab and his servants with him, and all Israel, and they spoiled the children 

of Ammon, and besieged Rabba: but David remained in Jerusalem. In the mean time it 
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happened that David arose from his bed after noon, and walked upon the roof of the 

king's house: and he saw from the roof of his house a woman washing herself, over 

against him: and the woman was very beautiful.  And the king sent, and inquired who 

the woman was. And it was told him, that she was Bethsabee the daughter of Eliam, the 

wife of Urias the Hethite.239  

 

The moment of greatest moral failure for the warrior-king of Israel’s golden age is an act of 

adultery that eventuates in the murder of Bathsheba’s husband at David’s command.  But it is 

crucial to recognize that this moral failure results first from David’s avoidance of battle, from 

the king’s voluntary absence from the heroic opportunity which leads to, or at least allows for, 

his presence in the place of leisure and private temptation on the rooftop of his palace, 

observing another man’s wife as she bathes.  Yet while David’s adultery and subsequent 

assassination of Uriah the Hittite would seem to have resulted from his refusal of heroic 

behavior, it is in fact the very result of heroic self-exertion taken to its logical extreme.  The 

king who comes to play the tyrant is first an autarch, one whose exercise of sovereignty over 

himself has become absolute.   

 Where the good king means to protect his people with his power, the tyrant, the bad 

father of his nation, instead uses that power to exploit his people.  Regarding his people as 

made for him, rather than he for them, he consumes them, as David consumes Bathsheba and 

Uriah.  David’s great moral failure is thus an extreme form of heroic self-exertion, an absolute 

individualism that privileges power over duty, that privileges his desires over any other’s.  

Similarly, while the Gawain-poet seems at first to remove even the opportunity for heroic 

self-exertion from the start of Gawain’s test by transforming an occasion for honor into a 

gomen of submission, he in fact accelerates this test, and critique, when he places Gawain in 
                                                           
239 2 Sam. 11:1-3. Unless otherwise noted, the biblical citations of this chapter are taken fron 

the Vulgate: Douay-Reims Translation.  See Edgar, Swift, and Angela M. Kinney, 2010, The 

Vulgate Bible: Douay-Rheims translation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).  
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the slow, inverted world of Hautedesert, where Gawain is tempted to exert himself according 

to his desire and consume what is not actually his: 

It is symptomatic of the Gawain-poet’s scepticism about [the heroic] mentality that he 

puts his hero in a situation where an adherence to conventional notions of honour and 

shame would have paved the way to perdition.  Instead of proving his ‘manhood’ 

Gawain must draw strength from his temperance and self-control, even if that means he 

must cut a sorry figure beside the Lady of the Castle’s heroic exemplars.240 

In both the classical and Christian understanding of how one gains and demonstrates self-

mastery and self-knowledge, it is the slow virtues of moderation and self-control that are 

required, and such virtues are fundamentally predicated on recognizing oneself as a 

contingent rather than an absolute being, recognizing the limits of one’s person and 

prerogatives, manifest not only in recognizing one’s inability to master, or control, the world 

as such, but recognizing the indecorous, and ultimately idolatrous, nature of according to 

oneself rights, desires and powers not proper to oneself.241  Instead, the virtuous person learns, 

through self-reflection, discipline, and humility, to master herself by exercising what Thomas 

Aquinas calls modestia, that activity of decorum and propriety suitable to one’s actual, as 

                                                           
240 Putter, French Arthurian Romance, 172-3. 

 
241 David’s abuse of kingship is just such a false conferral of rights and privileges that are not 

his before God or his community, and the result is not only adultery and an illicit child, but 

David’s ordering of the assassination of one of his best fighting men, Bathsheba‘s husband, 

Uriah the Hittite, whose absence from his wife and home occurred precisely because Uriah 

was among those fighting the king’s wars while the king “remained at home in Jerusalem.”  In 

this way David’s tyrannical behavior meant that he sacrificed one who had gone to fight in his 

place, the truest perversion of power and authority in the traditional view of kingship.  
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against idealized, circumstance in the world.242    

 The place of hospitality in SGGK, the space given to the negotiations and games of 

Camelot and Hautedesert, highlight the relatively minuscule attention given to Gawain’s 

adventures before and beyond each castle.  The progressively central emphasis placed on 

Gawain’s rhetoric illustrates the way in which his adventures are fundamentally ethical.  In 

other words, the trials Gawain suffers in SGGK are trials of himself before other people, trials 

of the ethical, navigating the problem of himself and the problem of other minds, not the 

martial challenges of wolves, dragons, giants, or even other knight, which the narrator––and 

Gawain––either avoids or dispenses with in very few lines.  The ethical is the story.  The tests 

of Gawain are tests of speech and trwthe, challenges of figuration and representation.  His 

adventure is not magical but moral, learning what it means to be human. 

 But even as these layers of separation and removal, of a progressive death and 

alienation, paradoxically bring Gawain closer and closer to a revelation of what he actually is, 

he cannot finally avoid the presence of blood, the hidden substance of creatural life whose 

manifestation conversely signals creatural death.  Each appearance in SGGK of blood is 

evidence of the test dialectic, the potentially fatal moment where covenant faithfulness is 

judged.  When the Green Knight’s head is severed from his body, we read “The blod brayed 

from the body, that blykked on the grene” (429).  When he scoops his head from the floor and 

holds it forth to speak to the assembly, the text says, “He brayde his bulk about, / That ugly 

bodi that bledde” (440-1), and the first thing his decapitated head says is, “‘Loke, Gawan, 

thou be graythe to go as thou hettez, / And layte as lelly til thou me, lude, fynde’” (448-9).  

The next sight of blood comes as the hunters’ arrows tear into the bucks’ hides: “What! thay 
                                                           
242 Morgan, The Idea of Righteousness, 47.  Sophrosyne in the classical understanding, and 

the fruit of the Holy Spirit in Pauline theology (cf. Gal. 5:22-3).   
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brayen and bleden, bi bonkkez thay deyen” (1163).  This startling apostrophe is an 

anthropomorphized cry from the deer at the moment their flesh is pierced, and it is juxtaposed 

to the wordless “hyghe” of the hunters’ “horne” (1165).  The boundary of mastery over blood 

and bodies and “bray” is entangled between hunter and hunted, as the hunt is entangled 

temporally with the scene at the castle: “Thus laykez this lord by lunde-wodez evez, / And 

Gawayn the god mon in gay bed lygez” (1178-9).  If the verbal knot of the hunt has blurred 

the hunters with the deer, Gawain’s is the flesh rendered most alien, since the hunters are 

being what they are doing, whereas Gawain’s “goodness” is an epithet that seems to require 

more proof.  So the earlier injunction, “Loke, Gawan, thou be graythe to go as thou hettez,” 

which Winny translates, “See, Gawain, that you carry out your promise exactly.”  The 

promise named by the epithet “Gawayn the god man” is a promise as vulnerable and in need 

of verification as the first promise to find the Green Knight one year from the first axe-blow 

in order to receive the second.  In this way “trawthe” is univocal because it is equivocal.  

Faithfulness is faithfulness under whichever aspect it appears.  Both the beheading game and 

the exchange game are testing the same “trawthe”; one is a public “trawthe” which refers back 

to the integrity of Arthur’s court, the other is private “trawthe” which refers back particularly 

to Gawain.243    

 The final appearance of blood is Gawain’s own as it sprays onto the white snow when 

he lowers his “nole” a second time for the Green Knight’s axe to “nirt”: “The scharp schrank 

to the flesche thurgh the schyre grece, / That the schene blod over his schulderes schot to the 
                                                           
243 In Geoffroi de Charny’s view, traitors like Aimery de Pavia and Hugues de Belconroy who 

refused to confess their betrayal of Geoffroi and their fellow Frenchmen by breaking their 

word and turning their fortresses over to the English for personal gain, deserved death, 

sentences he personally carried out without taking any property or possessions for himself 

(13-14). 
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erthe” (2313-4).  Paul Reichardt has argued that “the neck (and more precisely the cervix, or 

back of the neck) represents both a zoological and a biblical image of willfulness and pride . . 

. [i]n effect, the Green Knight has wounded the hero at the exact point where the dictates of 

reason are transmitted to the soul through the mediation of the will.”244 But what evidence do 

we have that Gawain is willful or proud?  Britton Harwood says that the pentangle meant to 

protect Gawain in its endless, virtuous knot unraveled with his secret acceptance of the girdle: 

When [Gawain] pictures the return blow in "his hert" and foresees that the girdle may 

prove a noble "sleght" 'device' (1858), he sins already in his five wits-specifically, in 

his imagination.  His retention of the belt is a theft ("hit is my wede pat kou werez," 

the Green Knight will say [2358]), a fault of the five fingers, with which Gawain not 

only accepts the lady's handsel but hides it away (1874-75).  If all Gawain's faith had 

been in the Passion, he would have refused the belt patiently, in the theological sense, 

rather than accepted it patiently; the cross, where a beryl sometimes represents Christ's 

five wounds (642-43), would have been "juel" enough.245 

 

Fear of death causes Gawain to place his hope, however uncertain, in his own ability to secure 

his future.  The girdle breaks Gawain’s covenant faithfulness in at least three ways.  First, its 

acceptance is an erotic lie, implying a sexual exchange between the lady and Gawain which 

did not in fact take place.246  Second, Gawain’s acceptance of the girdle and his decision to 

                                                           
244 Paul Reichardt notes that “Numerous texts in Scripture link such attributions to beasts with 

the nature of human beings.  Jeremiah 7.26 is one of many verses that connect the neck with 

the vice of willful pride.” Paul Reichardt, “Gawain and the Image of the Wound,” PMLA 99.2 

(March, 1984): 157. 

 
245 Britton J. Harwood, “Gawain and the Gift,” PMLA 106.3 (May, 1991), 489. 

 
246 Francis Ingledew has shown that the two chief historians of the period and subject of 

Edwardian England, Jean le Bel and his successor Jean Froissart, both contain “charged 

treatments” of the Order’s founding: “It is le Bel who first appears deliberately to associate 

Edward’s foundation of a new order of knights, a new Round Table or an order modeled on 

the Round Table, with sexual scandal.  Froissart responds to the challenge by disavowing le 

Bel’s stunning and formidably presented account of Edward’s pursuit of the Countess of 

Salisbury until he rapes her and by actively disassociating the entire question of Edward’s 

sexual conduct from the order he now names (as le Bel did not) the Order of the Blue Garter.  

Le Bel and Froissart thus sketch the parameters of the aristocratic attempt to grasp and master 
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hide it from Lord Bertilak breaks his faithfulness to the terms of the second exchange game.  

Third, Gawain’s belief that the girdle, of itself, contains the magical power to preserve him 

from the beheading breaks faith with God.  This is one reason he makes a conventional 

confession that does not mention the hidden object.   

 In accepting the girdle on the terms of a magical order of meaning, Gawain is casting 

his lot with an order of power whose source is not God, an order, as such, that does not 

require faithfulness and surrender, does not require his participation in the truth the pentangle 

named.  In fact, it is in the nature of the girdle’s order of meaning that its source is 

unquestioned and apparently unimportant.  The girdle’s professed powers are indiscriminate 

and proximal, its power is absolute and abstract in that it promises a perfect correspondence 

and transference of its meaning with and to whomever bears it, regardless of that person’s 

truth.  As a discrete token of power, a pure object, the girdle need only be carried.  Its mode of 

heraldry is universal and automatic.  This means, crucially, it can be hidden (as Gawain 

chooses to do), because its truth is not made through confession; its power and meaning are 

simply the thing itself.  Gawain’s failure in taking the girdle is thus like his first failure, when 

he attempted to slaughter the Green Knight: he is attempting to gain control over his 

circumstances––to, for a second time, subvert or forestall the death to which he has promised 

himself in word and deed.     

 But what of Gawain’s confession and absolution at the castle chapel? 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

history, in which sexual questions repeatedly appear in in the train of questions of conquest 

and empire.”  Francis Ingledew, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the order of the Garter 

(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2006), 21.  Froissart, of course, had been in the 

employ of Philippa IV, Edward III’s wife, and obviously had good reason to alter the account 

of adultery and rape that implicitly and explicitly gave the new Order its name in le Bel’s 

account.  
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   When ho watz gon, Sir Gawayn gerez hym sone, 

   Rises and riches him in araye noble, 

   Lays up the luf-lace the lady hym sone,  

Hid it ful holdely, ther he hit eft fonde. 

   Sythen chevely to the chapel choses he the waye, 

   Prevely approched to a prest, amd prayed hym there 

   That he wolde lyste his lyf and learn hym better 

How his sawle schulde be saued wen he schuld seye hethen. 

 

   [Thus she’d gone.  Good Sir Gawain got quickly dressed; 

   He arrayed himself royally, richly in clothes 

And laid by the love-lace the lady had left; 

To return to that, he tucked it away. 

He went on his way to the wide chapel next, 

Where in he approached the priest to inquire 

If he’d help him by hearing his heart now confess, 

Help to save his soul when he should pass away.] 

         (1872-9) 

 

The debate remains rather lively on how this ought to be read, but I side with Burrow’s view 

that this visit is convenient and routine.247  We again have the normalization of the sacred 

yielding perfunctory and finally dubious behavior.  It is not necessary even to doubt Gawain’s 

sincerity, or the possibility of his complete dissociation of the hastily hidden girdle and the 

integrity of his confession and absolution in order to see the castle chapel and the private 

priest ultimately clothing Gawain in so many fig leaves.   

 It takes a second chapel to strip Gawain to his true true confession, a chapel rendered 

abnormal and disturbing by its own alien flesh:   

   ‘This oritire is ugly, with erbez overgrowen; 

   Wel bisemez the wyghe wruxled in grene 
                                                           
247 I am in agreement with J.A. Burrow here that “Gawain approaches his priest, not because 

he has just imperiled his soul by agreeing to hide the girdle, but because he thinks he is to die 

next morning.  He simply takes a convenient opportunity to do what any Christian should do 

when in peril of death. It is a routine visit.” See Burrow, A Reading of Sir Gawain, 105.  This 

view has been opposed by many, though, including Gerald Morgan in the interesting but 

finally unconvincing “The Validity of Gawain's Confession in Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight,” The Review of English Studies, New Series 36.141 (Feb., 1985): 1-18. 
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   Dele here his devocioun on the develez wyse. 

   Now I fele hit is the fende, in my fyve wyttez, 

   That hatz stoken me this steven to strye me here. 

   This is a chapel of meschaunce, that chekke hit bytyde! 

   Hit is the corsedest kyrk that euer I come inne!’ 

 

   [Overgrown with dry grass is this grim oratory. 

   It is fitting the fellow whose form is green  

Should here do his devotions in devilish ways. 

My five wits feel it’s the fiend himself 

Who to kill me has cast me in covenant now. 

Let ill fortune befall this foul chapel of doom, 

An accursed, bleak church for a Christian to use?’] 

         (2190-5)  

  

In the strange space of the Green Chapel things are disturbed and revealed.  Readings shift.  

The girdle which Gawain secretly hoped in now elicits shame and rage:    

   ‘Corsed worth cowarddyse and covetyse bothe!  

   In yow is vylany and vyse that vertue disstryez.’  

   Thenne he kaght to the knot, and the kest lawsez,  

   Brayde brothely the belt to the burne selven:  

   ‘Lo, ther the falssyng, foule mot hit falle!’ 

 

   [‘Be accursed, gross cowardice, coveting life! 

   You are villainous vices that virtue destroy!’ 

   He grasped the green girdle, its great knot untied; 

   And with fierceness it flew at the feet of that knight. 

   ‘Evil fortune befall that false, wicked belt!’] 

            (2374-8) 

 

But, as we have said, it is not the girdle which holds these treacherous properties,248 in as 

much as it was not the fruit in the garden that, of itself, was sinful or deadly, nor the animal 

skins that were merciful.  It is the faithless use of the girdle that is exposed as Gawain’s 

                                                           
248 Albert B. Friedman and Richard H. Osberg have done an enlightening (and largely 

overlooked) study of the folkloric import of the girdle, describing Gawain’s wearing of it 

outside his armor when he heads to the Green Chapel as a “tell” that Gawain understood the 

girdle magically, requiring a reading of a kind to be activated: “Magical objects do not 

constantly exert their magical force; it is potential, and it must be conjured up” (312).  See 

“Gawain's Girdle as Traditional Symbol,” The Journal of American Folklore 90.357 (Jul.-

Sep., 1977): 301-315. 
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“untrawþe”:  

   Bot here yow lakked a lyttel, sir, and lewte yow wonted; 

   Bot that watz fo rno wylyde werke, ne wowyng nauther,  

   Bot for ye lufed your lyf; the lasse I yow blame’ 

    

[‘But you lapsed just a little; your loyalty flagged. 

   Since the cause was not courtship or covetousness, 

   But the love of your life, so much less do I blame.’] 

             (2366-8) 

 

Gawain’s failure is the failure of idealism, his failure to believe what is actually the case.  As 

an ideal symbol and form of logic, the endless knot can only trap those who invoke it as their 

sign.249  Like Llull’s rhetoric and idealized notions of chivalric and aristocratic excellence, 

like Camelot’s misuse of the pentangle, the girdle is professed to be an object of sheer power 

in itself, irrespective of its accord with any other particular reality.  Its professed power is 

inherent, autonomous and abstract, conferring protection irrespective of belief or behavior, 

through sheer proximity.  As a pure token, it is thus the pure token of untruth, since it is not 

contingent on recognizing and participating in what is actually the case.  Absolute and 

independent, it is the fruit in the garden that ‘will make ye gods’.  And so it is finally a lie 

because it is powerless to do what it professes, or what was professed concerning it.  And it 

therefore makes Gawain a lie, a lie even he cannot quite believe, so he shrinks back as the 

Green Knight’s axe blade finally falls. 

  

 

Making Confession 

 Once Gawain recognizes this (“That al he scranke for schome” [2372]), once Gawain 

admits he cannot live up to the idealized epithet ascribed to him (“I biknowe yow, knyght, 
                                                           
249 Harwood, “Gawain and the Gift,” 489. 
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here stylle, / Al fawty is my fare” [2385-6]), forgiveness is immediately secured:  

   The loghe that other leude and luflyly sayde, 

   ‘I halde hit hardily hole, the harme that I hade.  

   Thou art confessed so clene, beknowen of thy mysses, 

   And hatz the penaunce apert of the point of myn egge, 

   I halde the polysed of that plyght, and pured as clene 

As thou hadez neuer forfeted sythen thou watz first borne.’ 

 

   [Laughing both loudly and long, the man said: 

   ‘Any harm I have had is hereby amended; 

   As you’ve fully confessed, you are fully absolved. 

   All your penance you paid at the point of my blade; 

   You’re as free of your faults as you’d find yourself if 

   Since your birth you had been unbendingly pure.]  

          (2389-90, 93) 

  

The Green Knight admonishes Gawain to 

   Thenk upon this ilke threpe, ther thou forth thryngez  

   Among prynces of prys, and this token  

   Of the chaunce of the grene chapel at chevalrous knyghtez 

 

   [You’ll remember our meeting when making your way 

   Among praiseworthy princes.  This pure sign will stand 

   For the game at the Green Chapel good knights once played.] 

                        (2397-9)   

 

Gawain’s decision to wear the girdle (outside his armor) hereafter as a “synge of my surfet,” a 

reminder to “lethe my hert” if ever he should grow proud and forgetful, illustrates his 

“conversion”250 by illustrating the conversion of Gawain’s understanding of himself and the 

girdle.251  And to complete this conversion of self-understanding, the Green Knight instructs 

                                                           
250 “The girdle testifies to fallen humanity's inability to make a gift of itself.  The original 

structure that the poet devised for the narrative links two gift exchanges, so that Gawain's 

duplicity can meet with forgiveness.” Harwood, “Gawain and the Gift,” 490. 

 
251 Precisely because neither Bertilak nor Gawain either generated nor could control the 

merciful artifact, precisely because it is an artifact, indeed, intended for evil (to make the 

Green Knight invincible while scaring Guinevere to death) that leads to the ultimate good, it 

points to a hidden agency behind the apparent agents. 
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Gawain to bring back what he has learned at the Green Chapel to others (“Thenk upon this 

ilke threpe, ther thou forth thryngez”), to confess this new understanding to the court and 

community to which he returns.     

 This last confession is perhaps the most difficult.  Clothed in the paradoxical sign of 

sin and mercy Gawain returns to Camelot as a resurrected witness––marturos––marked and 

wounded by his self-death and transformation.  And this new self-understanding is finally not 

a private, hidden, psychological virtue:   

For the knight who defined himself publicly and privately by a symbol connoting 

perfection, nothing can heal the wound to his sense of identity.  If we consider the 

elevated notion of chivalry embodied in the pentangle, we appreciate that, for the hero, 

to fail a little means to fail utterly.  Indeed, the virtues are so closely interlocked that 

insufficiency in one involves  insufficiency in others.252  

To be made truthful in Gawain’s life the event of mercy and altered self-knowledge require a 

form of life that witnesses to that revelation and transformation, a form of life that manifests a 

new wonder to Arthur’s court.  Gawain adopts the girdle as his new heraldry, the public ego 

and reminder of his weakness and untruth: 

Bot in syngne of my surfet I schal se hit ofte, 

When I ride in renoun, remorde to myseluen 

Þe faut and þe fayntyse of þe flesche crabbed, 

How tender hit is to entyse teches of fylþe; 

And þus, quen pryde schal me pryk for prowes of armes, 

Þe loke to þis luf-lace schal leþe my hert. 

 

[When I ride through the relam I’ll recall, to my shame, 

Both the falseness and frailty of flesh, how it tends  

To invite the most vicious, the vilest, of sins. 

Thus when pricked onto pride through my prowess of arms, 
                                                           
252 Clein, Concepts of Chivalry, 122. 
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I will look on this love-lace to lay that pride low.] 

      (2433-8) 

 

So even though Gawain’s fear and cowardice were promptly forgiven by the Green Knight in 

what can only be described as a jolly absolution, Gawain holds onto the girdle as a vital 

expression of his new self-understanding, the powerless object whose true meaning must be 

made.  As Wittgenstein says in his remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough,   

We must begin with the mistake and transform it into what is true.  That is, we must 

uncover the source of the error; otherwise hearing what is true won't help us. It cannot 

penetrate when something is taking its place.  To convince someone of what is true, it 

is not enough to state it; we must find the road from error to truth.253 

Taking in hand the expression of his error, Gawain must now demonstrate he has learned to 

reorder his experience, to see himself under a different order of meaning, by returning to the 

origin of his error, the heroic world of Camelot, and re-describing, or retracing, his expression 

to be in accord with his actuality.  

 For the court Gawain’s return is an unexpected gift: a life hidden from the court’s 

experience and belief by the absence of his body and the assumption of his death has now 

returned.  But Gawain’s return is potentially as challenging for the court to organize as his 

slow departure had been, because, once again, his presence is gratuitous, neither necessary nor 

paradigmatic.  To make matters even more difficult, Gawain’s resurrected body brings with it 

an alien word: an heroic knight’s confession of failure, faithlessness and self-deception.  The 

special aspect of that word’s alien quality is that the girdle cannot be read paradigmatically, 

because it represents a circumstantial and not an ideal form of knowledge.  We have seen that 

                                                           
253 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Occasions: 1912-1951, eds. James Klagge and Alfred  

Nordmann (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1993), 119. 
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a court whose order depends on certainty and stable correspondences does not adjust easily to 

unexpected presences and expressions that accord neither with precedent nor presumption.  

Since the girdle’s meaning arises from a personal experience and confession, since the girdle 

no longer means anything as a pure object, as a thing in itself, it requires Gawain to witness to 

its particular sense, to pass on what was learned.  And, though particular, this form of 

understanding, grounded as it is in historical encounter, experience and revelation, is not a 

purely relative, or arbitrary, expression.  The girdle’s meaning accords with what Gawain has 

experienced and come to learn about himself through the constellation of encounters, 

challenges and tests he suffered.  So, in effect, to call such meaning as he ascribes the girdle 

purely relative would be to render the girdle once again a sheer object, just another token 

severed from experience and revelation, and so from true understanding.       

 This, of course, is precisely what Camelot is in danger of doing at Gawain’s return.  

Gawain’s decision not to return to Hautedesert upon his confession and absolution at the 

green chapel implies, in part, that a truly altered picture of oneself cannot, or should not, be 

worn (in fact, discarded) too easily, that the truth he discovered about himself when the 

“endless knot” unraveled is important enough to aggravate, challenge and alienate what no 

longer was found to be in accord with it.  In other words, for Gawain, an altered picture of 

oneself is necessarily an altered picture of ones world, because ones very faculty of perception 

has been proven inconsistent with what is actually the case.  A truly converted understanding 

of oneself must be able to travel all the way home if it is to obtain the quality and effect of 

true understanding, even or especially if that new confession renders home the most alien 

place of all:  

Of his fare þat hym frayned; and ferlyly he telles, 
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Biknowez alle þe costes of care þat he hade, 

Þe chaunce of þe chapel, þe chere of þe knyȝt, 

Þe luf of þe ladi, þe lace at þe last. 

Þe nirt in þe nek he naked hem schewed 

Þat he laȝt for his vnleuté at þe leudes hondes 

for blame. 

He tened quen he schulde telle, 

He groned for gref and grame; 

Þe blod in his face con melle, 

When he hit schulde schewe, for schame. 

 

[Of his quest they inquired; of his quandries he told. 

He confessed what befell him: his faults and mistakes, 

What had chanced at the chapel, the cheer of the knight, 

The love of the lady, and lastly, the belt. 

To those nobles the nick on his neck he then showed. 

All along his lapse and disloyalty he’d 

Proclaim.   

He grieved to tell the tale  

Behind that badge of blame, 

But, blushing did unveil 

His scar, that sign of shame.] 

      (2494-2504) 

 

Gawain’s full confession is made in three ways: bodily (the scar on his neck), verbally (the 

story he proclaims), and through the unexpected use of a strange object (the girdle).  Through 

these three phases, Gawain is intent to make visible to others what was hidden even to 

himself.  As if in fear that even his body and his words are insufficient evidence of such an 

alien revelation of a famous knight’s vntrawþe, he offers the strange object as conclusive 

proof:       

'Lo! lorde,' quoþ þe leude, and þe lace hondeled, 

'Þis is þe bende of þis blame I bere in my nek, 

Þis is þe laþe and þe losse þat I laȝt haue 

Of couardise and couetyse þat I haf caȝt þare; 

Þis is þe token of vntrawþe þat I am tan inne, 

And I mot nedez hit were wyle I may last; 

For mon may hyden his harme, bot vnhap ne may hit, 

For þer hit onez is tachched twynne wil hit neuer.' 
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[“My lord, look!” he said, lifting the lace in his hand.   

“Here’s the badge of the blame that I bear on my neck.   

It’s a sign of the shame I deserved in my tryst; 

It incarnates my cowardice, coveting life.   

This token of treachery, untrustworthiness, 

Just as long as I live I’ll keep lashed to my breast, 

For one’s sins when concealed are one’s sins nonetheless; 

When a trust is mistreated, it’s tainted forever.”]  

       (2505-12) 

 

Describing his sins as having “tainted forever” his honor and trustworthiness, Gawain’s 

commitment to wear the girdle as a sign of his sins seems to ignore the lessons of forgiveness 

and the possibility of redemption that his peculiar resurrection also evidences.  Camelot, not 

one for great subtleties itself, can only see in Gawain the simple gift of his return.  While they 

hear his confession and see the scar on his neck, the court is ultimately uninterested in the 

great personal revelation he has undergone and is happy to ignore its implications and 

welcome him back.            

 The famous knight whose parting had so distressed them they had wept (“Wel much 

watz the warme water” [684]), whose self-sacrifice had caused them to question the 

foolishness of their own king’s “angardez pryde” (681), has now returned from the dead, and 

returned not triumphantly but humbly, so much so that they decide he needs cheering up.  

Arthur and the court receive Gawain with mirth and smother his sincere confession with 

compassionate laughter: “The kyng comfortez the knyght, and alle the court als / Laghen 

loude therat” (2513-14).  Buoyantly, Arthur decides to convert the symbol of Gawain’s shame 

to one of honor, “for sake of that segge.”  This then leads to the girdle being adopted by the 

whole court as its new sign and to its being read by the wider world as a species of “the 
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renoun of the Round Table” (2519).254  Refusing to allow the meaning Gawain’s new article 

of clothing heralds render them similarly naked and ashamed, the court’s hasty, if well-

meaning, adoption of the girdle as a sign of honor disables the court’s acquisition of new 

knowledge.  What’s old is new: as before, what the court impulsively fears is that which may 

infect or impugn the purity of their honor and reputation.  Arthur’s decision to give the girdle 

an automatic and heroic meaning, and the effective adoption of that imposed order of 

meaning, perpetuates Camelot’s magical ideality, re-mythologizing Gawain’s history by 

consuming its linearity in Camelot’s circular paradigm, re-describing the girdle as yet another 

                                                           
254 There is a remarkable resemblance between Gawain’s release and return and that of 

Geoffroi de Charnay, who was captured by Edward III’s forces at Calais: “On the very night 

after the battle the survivors were treated to a classic chivalric display.  They learned for the 

first time that they had fought Edward III in person; the English king had in fact fought in 

plain armor under the banner of Walter Mauny.  Now he personally waited on his prisoners at 

the supper table.  After the meal he mingled with his captive guests in friendly conversation.  

But his demeanor changed somewhat when he came to Charny . . . Edward’s comments 

apparently left Charny little to say, so he stood in silence, listening with what one of the 

Froissart manuscripts describes as feelings of shame.  Since shame was the feeling or 

condition most to be feared by an honorable knight, the issue is important.  Had Charny 

violated a truce and reduced his honor by negotiating the seizure of Calais for mere money? . . 

. A more significant argument could rest on the attitude of the French king (by this time Jean 

II), in whose eyes Charny, far from being compromised, was evidently considered even more 

worthy . . . he also chose unhesitatingly as a member of the new chivalric order he founded in 

the following year and apparently even commissioned him to write the series of works 

intended to set the moral tone of this new royal order.  Charny was hardly under a cloud in 

France.  Perhaps most fighting men of the time would simply have thought that Charny 

played the game by a hard set of rules, and when he lost temporarily, endured Edward’s 

taunting rebuke in silence as the only practical response.” Richard W. Kaeuper and Elspeth 

Kennedy, The Book of Chivalry of Geoffroi de Charny: Text, Context, and Translation 

(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 12-13.  It would not be difficult 

to see this inversion, whereby Gawain’s re-admittance into Arthur’s court parallels the famous 

treatment of a French knight, and where Edward III plays the role of the Green Knight, not of 

Arthur, as a fairly bold critique of Edward’s self-promotion and ambition.  To be finally 

assimilated back into French history when so much for so long had been waged by Edward to 

assimilate France into an English history is as damning as to find oneself, not playing the role 

of the legendary king but that of an outlying, if momentarily impressive and terrifying, 

mystical instrument of Morgan le Fay’s. 
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instantiation of the court’s greatness, another thread of the pentangle’s endless knot.  Yes, this 

is that golden youth, the first age of Camelot, but we have already been warned in the 

prologue, and are reminded in the epilogue, that Camelot-cum-Britain’s genealogy is one 

bound up in cycles of decline and fall.255  With Arthur there is splendor and honor and the 

power of ideology, but invariably, like Troy, like Rome, the heroic politics of Camelot are 

promised to death.  Of the glory of such earthly orders Augustine says:  

[S]o hostile is this vice to pious faith, if the love of glory be greater in the heart than 

the fear or love of God, that the Lord said, ‘How can ye believe, who look for glory 

from one another, and do not seek the glory which is from God alone?’ . . . But since 

these Romans were in an earthly city and had before them, as the end of all the offices 

undertaken in its behalf, its safety, and a kingdom, not in heaven, but in earth––not in 

the sphere of eternal life, but in the sphere of demise and succession, where the dead 

are succeeded by the dying––what else but glory should they love, by which they 

wished even after death to live in the mouths of their admirers?256   

 

An ethical landscape where earthly honor is all, where the glorious repute of one’s name is 

paramount, is a world in which life only means, finally, one’s earthly legacy, what is left 

behind, what runs backward from one’s death.  It is a world that requires death to know itself, 

requires that death has the last word on life’s meaning, since that meaning is all that remains, 

if, indeed, it finds room in the mouths of the living.  Even then, according to Lady Philosophy 
                                                           
255 So Kaeuper and Kennedy:  

Jean II of France wanted to create a company of knights that could stand as the 

premier order of chivalry in the Christian West, a noble Company of the Star that 

could outshine even Edward’s royal chivalric order announced only a few months 

previous (the order that would later result in the Garter) . . . In fact, far from 

dominating the world of fourteenth-century chivalry, the Company of the Star 

crumbled swiftly and completely under the hammer blow of defeat on the battlefield 

and corrosion of internecine strife.  Perhaps more than eighty members died in a battle 

described by Froissart (apparently the battle of Mauron in Brittany in August 1352); 

the casualty rate may well result from an oath taken by the members that they would 

not flee battle.  After the yet more disastrous defeat of French chivalry and the capture 

of King Jean himself at Poitiers in 1356, the order was virtually dead (14-15). 

 
256 Augustine, The City of God (London: Penguin Books, 2003), V.14. 
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in her instruction to Boethius, such glory is not actually the provenance of the dead:  

[W]hat have we, I say, to expect for these by fame after final death hath dissolved the 

body?  For if, contrary to our belief, men wholly perish, there is no glory at all, since 

he to whom it is said to belong is nowhere extent.257   

But this conception is not exclusive to Christian moralizing.  In Book XI of the Odyssey, 

Odysseus narrates his underworld encounter with the shade of Achilles thus: 

‘Achilles, no man before has been more blessed than you, nor ever will be. Before, 

when you were alive, we Argives honored you as we did the gods, and now in this 

place you have great authority over the dead. Do not grieve, even in death, Achilles.’  

So I spoke, and he in turn said to me in answer: ‘O shining Odysseus, never try to 

console me for dying. I would rather follow the plow as thrall to another man, one 

with no land allotted him and not much to live on, than be king over all the perished 

dead.’258 

 

Even in the heroic world, the consolations of honor among the dead are finally of less value 

than the unheralded life of a common slave.  

 Ironically, for Gawain, the greatest challenge to the truth he tries to herald and become 

is finally a society whose heroic ideality deals only in absolutes.  Gawain himself seems in 

danger of absolutizing his failure and untruth, while Camelot can only recognize and re-

incorporate Gawain if it can bend his expressions to fit its paradigmatic self-perception of 

absolute honor.  This magical, imperial decree of honor in the place of shame is fittingly 

encapsulated in the Gawain-poet’s inclusion of the code of the Order of the Garter, HONY 

SOYT QUI MAL PENCE, in the postscript.259  For Arthur, the romantic tragedy of heroic 

                                                           
257 Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy. trans. Victor Watts (London: Penguin Books, 

1999), II, 7. 

 
258 Odyssey, XI, 482-9. 

 
259 The motto is commonly translated, “Shame be to him who thinks evil of it.” 
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myth obscures the tragic romance of salvation history that is hidden in plain sight in the body 

and confession of Gawain.260  With Gawain, if only for a moment, there was at least the 

possibility of another future rooted not in the promise of death but in the promise of 

resurrected life obtained through suffering and apparent failure, a future the speaker refuses to 

foreclose on in the poem’s concluding lines, “Now þat here þe croun of þorne, / He bryng vus 

to his blysse! AMEN” (2529-30).  For here is the alienation of alienation: first, a ‘crown of 

throns’––the transformation of the heroic object of power and authority into an emblem of 

weakness and suffering––but second, the inversion of that representation from shame to glory 

through the very experience of deep suffering.  Moreover, this unexpected transformation 

from an order of meaning that is derived from the apparent sense of objects (the mocking 

“croun” of shame) effectively describes a transformed subject (the resurrected “He”).  And 

this metonymy is not only the dynamic activity of re-description and replacement of a kind of 

autonomous meaning for an historical, or contingent meaning, but, in the speaker’s 

understanding and hope, it is also the dynamic extension of that new meaning to a society of 

other subjects, the possibility that an “us” might be brought into “his blysse.”  This 

transformation of meaning from object to subject, from subject to society, through the death 

of death, is the Genesis myth in reverse, the undoing of that double alienation in the garden.  

Under this new order, the sacrificial body is not translated into an abstraction––a “higher 

meaning” such as individual glory, the perpetuity of the polis, or even the cathartic closure of 
                                                           
260 In the Chronicles of Froissart we are told that, after the Black Prince himself, Henry 

Grossmont, Duke of Lancaster, was the first courtier admitted to Edward III’s new Order of 

the Garter in 1349.  Just five years after joining the Order of the Garter, Grossmont composed 

the confession we referred to at the beginning of this chapter, Livre de seyntz medicines.  

Famed “hero of the wars with France,” “an obvious candidate [for] the living incarnation of 

[SGGK]’s hero,” Henry Grossmont was even been proposed as the Gawain-poet’s likely 

patron in W.G. Cooke’s and D’A.J.D. Boulton’s study, “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: A 

Poem for Henry Grossmont?” Medium Aevum 68 (1999): 42-54. 
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a profound tragedy. Instead, the proclamation of Easter is the transformation of any number of 

abstract signifiers that stand for death into the particular and exclusive person, “He,” who 

alone is the Christian response to death.  

 But still, it is a hope for the speaker, predicated on belief in a particular historical 

claim, not a certainty.  It is a passionate declaration about the future, not yet a consummated 

experience.  It is a desire and belief in a promise, not yet the fulfillment of that promise.  As 

such, it is finally an order of understanding, or belief, just as vulnerable to rejection, 

misreading, misunderstanding, or occlusion as any meaning that does not accord with 

expectation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



148 
 

Chapter Three 

Redeeming Love: Eros and the Dilemma of Magic in Book III of the Faerie Queene 

 

As Arthur Heiserman has said, the story of romance is from the start “a story of erotic 

suffering” (erotika pathemata).261  For the subject of romance, especially in its scriptural 

mode, erotic sufferings describe the initial and sustaining stimulus of a journey that begins in 

the historical, embodied world of creaturely desire, but which is compelled forth by a 

transcendent object or schema which the subject travels toward and for which she longs.  Her 

quest is only complete, however, when she learns how to reconcile the transcendent with the 

historical by incarnating the transcendent in her ordinary experience.  Like the little forays of 

all human perception, desire, and action, scriptural romance, as an incarnational spiritual 

mode, like marriage from which it both classically and scripturally adopts its figuration, is a 

journey that seeks and participates in the transcendent only as it can be found or made 

manifest in experience, only, in other words, as it can be retrieved or redeemed from sheer 

abstraction.  This redemption is marked by erotic suffering. From the subject’s initial 

disorienting encounter with the absolute alterity of the divine or of another mind than one’s 

own—the experience of wonder or the marvelous—she is tempted at every turn to transcend 

the ordinary world in favor of the mystical as a means of coping with that very experience of 

wonder and disorientation by designating it the thing itself, the goal of spiritual experience.  

Upon discovering that wonder does not require an escape from the quotidian but in fact makes 

possible a reorientation in and of the historical world itself—discarding an old narrative of 

embodiment in favor of a new one (ala marriage)—the subject of scriptural romance now sees 
                                                           
261  Arthur R. Heiserman, Novel Before the Novel (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1977), 5. 
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their discrete historical narrative participating in the life of an incarnate God whose historical 

presence continually discloses the supernatural in the realm of the natural and so raises the 

natural to the status and dignity of the supernatural.   

Yet precisely because scriptural romance and divine providence are narratives of the 

secular world and describe phenomenological experiences in that world, they are no less 

susceptible to the partial, contingent, and distorted faculties of human perception.  By 

rendering the revelatory and providential this way, scriptural romance does not reject 

providence but insists it is subject, like all acts of creatural perception, to the dim, partial sight 

of Paul’s postlapsarian “now”: “Now we see in a glass even in a dark speaking: but then shall 

we see face to face. Now I know unperfectly: but then shall I know even as I am known.”262  

In other words, wonder signals the ordinary act of perception by surprising it with an 

extraordinary thing to perceive.  Caroline Bynum Walker writes, “[H]uman beings cannot 

wonder at what is not there; but neither can we wonder at that which we fully understand.”263  

Whether the marvel of deity, another mind than one’s own, or one’s own self, wonder brings 

to our awareness the very ordinary experience of alterity and the need to deliberate, negotiate, 

and interpret the things we see.  By rendering the objects of sight strange, or inexplicable, we 

are reminded anew that experiences, like facts, do not interpret themselves, and that to set 

                                                           
262 1 Cor. 13:12. Unless otherwise noted, all biblical citations in this chapter are taken from 

the Tyndale New Testament.  See David Daniell, ed., Tyndale’s New Testament. New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1996.  

 
263 Caroline Walker Bynum, “Wonder,” Metamorphosis and Identity (New York: Zone 

Books, 2001), 39.  Bynum goes on to argue that Spenser inherits the medieval understanding 

of wonder as admiration, as distinct from imitatio: “the phrase non imitandum sed 

admirandum (not to be imitated but to be marveled at) is used to express the distance between 

heroes and martyrs, on the one hand, and ordinary life, on the other.”  Ibid., 51. 
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ourselves in motion at all toward any goal, to orient ourselves in any space, toward any 

person, place, or thing in the secular realm is to engage the super-natural act of interpretation.     

This is true of every stage of the erotic quest; so even when the Christian God uses 

one’s ordinary desire to initiate a divine purpose, one is still left to set forth or remain at 

home, to submit to and negotiate that ordering future of desire or resist the compulsion 

entirely.  Such decisions, as is true in both scriptural and classical romance, are invariably 

made from the middle, within the phenomenal world, not as neutral or coolly rational beings, 

but as what we are: embodied creatures always under assault by our senses, perceptions, and 

desires.  Wonder simply surprises us with what has always been the case: we are, first and 

last, erotic creatures living in a world that does not interpret itself.  In the language of 

romance, human thought and action emanates not from the positivist fiction of the Cartesian 

mind but from the ordinary and inescapable condition of erotika pathemata.  As a species, we 

are, invariably, lovesick.   

In Book III of the Faerie Queene, Spenser asks what would happen if the traditional 

romance narrative of erotic suffering—male subject/female object—were inverted, as in a 

mirror.  In the figure of Britomart, the romance concept of wonder and the trope of the 

lovesick male who utilizes and refines virtu, that special quality of moral and martial dexterity 

unique to the aristocratic male, is reconfigured by Spenser as the feminized virtue of chastity.  

Spenser not only ascribes to Britomart the elevated status and intellective possibilities of male 

lovesickness in the tradition of “heroic melancholy,” he also overturns the traditional 

classification of female lovesickness as irrational and animalistic.  In the legend of 

Britomartis we are given the romance of a female knight whose agency is so singular she 

alone of all the knights of virtue does not have her quest assigned to her by Glorianna.  In 
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keeping with the romance mode, though, hers is still a story motivated and shaped by erotic 

suffering, only now the traditional roles are reversed so that a female subject is set forth by 

her desire for a male object.  Traditional romance, which so often places the feminine in a 

place of static transcendence as an icon of chaste perfection through whom the masculine 

subject is drawn to eternal verities by the exercise of heroic virtue, is in Spenser’s hands 

turned back instead to the scene of history in the iconoclastic figure of Britomart.   

Britomart’s journey to Faerie, in other words, does not have Faerie and its allegorical 

enchantments as its goal.264  Her quest is erotic, but it is an erotic journey to discover love and 

retrieve it from the supernatural realm, a distinctly incarnational gesture of retrieving the 

supernatural from the symbolic realm and returning it to the arena of history and ordinary life.  

The irony for Britomart is that the path to historical action depends on the prevenient and 

sustaining activity of phantasy. Desire and intention which manifest in historical action are 

themselves posterior movements of the will following one’s encounter with an external object 

of wonder.  For Britomart to make love historical, she must redeem it from sheer 

transcendence, led primarily by phantasy.  Spenser reveals her will and action to be 

subsequent and ongoing matters of negotiating and interpreting the desire phantasy engenders.  

Thus, the marital figuration of scriptural romance as the consummation of phantasy 
                                                           
264 For some critics, Spenser’s use of allegory as such ultimately undermines much of his 

project in Book III: “Spenser’s verbal magic does not suffice to rehabilitate love: his 

celebration of the plenitude and the imagined bliss of marriage has a hollow ring, because it 

cannot transcend the rhetoric of absence underlying allegory.”  Mary Frances Fahey, 

“Allegorical Dismemberment and Rescue in Book III of “The Faerie Queene,” Comparative 

Literature Studies 35.1 (1998): 51.  Fahey’s argument derives much of its force but also its 

weakness from its dependence on Walter Benjamin’s theory of allegory in The Origin of 

German Tragic Drama, trans. John Osborne (Ann Arbor, MI: Verso, 2010).  For a contrary, 

and to my mind more convincing, account of the uses of allegory in Spenser’s own context, 

see the classic treatment by Michael Murrin in The Veil of Allegory: Some Notes Towards a 

Theory of Allegorical Rhetoric in the English Renaissance (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1969).  
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(promise/vow/covenant) and history (fulfillment) is literalized in Britomart’s quest for and 

marriage to Arthegall.   

 

Redeeming Love from Transcendence: The Mirror of Christian Devotion 

Britomart and Redcrosse have only just escaped the castle of Malecasta.  In the 

process of rescuing Redcrosse from death at the hands of the six brigand knights and herself 

from sexual enslavement to the Lady of Delight, Britomart has been forced to reveal that she 

is, in fact, a female rather than a male knight.  Resuming her quest alongside Redcrosse, we 

are told, “T’abridg their journey long” the two began to talk “[o]f sondry thinges.”  The 

combination of Britomart’s female identity and martial excellence having struck Redcrosse as 

something doubly marvelous,  

        [I]t fell into that Faeries mind, 

To aske this Briton Maid, what uncouth wind, 

Brought her into those partes, and what inquest 

Made her dissemble her disguised kind:  

Faire Lady she him seemd, like Lady drest,  

But fairest knight alive, when armed was her brest. 

                (III.ii.4.4-9)265 

At first, Britomart sighs, unable to speak.  Soon, every limb of her body begins to shake and 

her face flushes “[a]s if she had a fever fitt.” Eventually, “the passion past,” she responds to 

the knight’s question.   Yet, as though subconsciously responding to the double potential of 

‘inquest’ to describe either an external or an internal quest, Britomart relates two different 
                                                           
265 All citations from the Faerie Queene are taken from Spenser: The Faerie Queene, ed. A.C. 

Hamilton (New York: Routledge, 2014). 



153 
 

narratives to Redcrosse to explain why she has journeyed from the historical world of Brittany 

to the land of Faerie.   

First, she tells a story of her martial upbringing and her quest for honour:   

Faire Sir, I let you weete, that from the howre 

I taken was from nourses tender pap, 

I have been trained up in warlike stowre,  

To tossen speare and shield, and to affrap 

The warlike ryder to his most mishap; 

Sithence I loathed have my life to lead,  

As Ladies wont, in pleasures wanton lap, 

To finger the fine needle and nyce thread;  

Me lever were with point of foemans speare be dead 

 

All my delight on deedes of armes is sett,  

To hunt out perilles and adventures hard, 

By sea, by land, where so they may be mett, 

Onely for honour and for high regard, 

Without repsect of richesse or reward. 

For such intent into these partes I came, 

Withouten compass, or withouten card, 

Far fro my native soyle, that is by name  

The greater Brytayne, here to seeke for praise and fame. 

         (III.ii.6-7) 

 

This is of course the traditional chivalric quest narrative we, and Redcrosse, have come to 

expect, but here it is coded also as a struggle against traditional feminine identities and the 

social expectations they produce.  Further, the story seems to square well with what both we 

and Redcrosse have witnessed, namely, Britomart’s prior effort to conceal her identity and her 

obvious martial prowess.266  She has already been described as “noble Britomartis (III.I.67.2-

3),” Redcrosse’s “fairest knight” clad in “bright armes” and “armed brest.”   

                                                           
266 Judith Anderson highlights the way in which Britomart’s Saxon armor and her Briton 

spear play into her double role, both as a masculine figure of femininity and as the figure who 

will eventually combine the two contesting lines, the Saxons and the Britons, per Merlin’s 

prophecy.  See Judith H. Anderson, “Britomart’s Armor in Spenser’s ‘Faerie Queene’: 

Reopening Cultural Matters of Gender and Figuration,” English Literary Renaissance 39.1, 

Studies in English Poetry (Winter 2009): 74-96. 
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Britomart’s story is like that of the Green Knight who journeyed to Arthur’s court 

because its praise and fame had virtually summoned him to test it.  She has traveled to Faerie, 

she tells Redcrosse, in the hopes of proving herself and winning honor by encountering and 

overcoming the famous marvels (“periles and adventures hard”) of that realm:  

Fame blazed hath, that here in Faery lond 

Doe many famous knightes and Ladies wonne, 

And many strange adventures to bee fond, 

Of which great worth and worship may be wonne; 

Which to prove, I this voyage have begonne. 

      (III.ii.8.1-5) 

In this narrative she is a strange amalgam of the Green Knight and Arthur, both the one who 

demands a marvel and one who seeks to test herself against the marvelous.   

Yet, as we soon discover, Britomart has deliberately mischaracterized her purposes 

and quest.  In fact, she has journeyed to Faerie because she has already encountered a 

particular marvel: in a magic mirror she has seen a wondrous figure, and, astonished by desire 

for him, has set forth to discover if he might reciprocate that desire.  Britomart’s reason for 

concealing her true quest may stem from a sense of shame that hers is basically a love story, 

and for this reason might, on the surface, accord too well with the very expectations of 

femininity (or irrational lovesickness) that she so fiercely opposed in the first version of her 

story.  We have every reason to believe, based on her actions, that much of that first narrative, 

as to her upbringing, training and special acumen, is true, even if her particular reason for 

journeying to Faerie is more and other than she first admitted.  Like Odysseus on the shore of 
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the Phaeacians, Britomart finds herself in a strange new land and decides to cover herself in a 

story that will be easily understood and which might secure the aid of Redcrosse.           

To coax information from Redcrosse, Britomart frames her search for Arthegall in the 

language of honor and dishonor, falsely claiming that Arthegall had raped her and that she is 

seeking to avenge herself.  Though she immediately regrets the defamation, “The word gone 

out, she backe againe would call, / As her repenting so to have missayd” (III.ii.9.1-2).  

Britomart is able to use this to test the name and character of Arthegall before encountering 

him.  Accusing Arthegall of gross dishonor, she hopes to discover if her erotic suffering for 

him is irrational and misplaced.  In testing him, she tests herself.   

To her quiet relief, Redcrosse counters by “uptaking” and restoring Arthegall’s name:  

Certes ye misadvised beene, t’upbrayd, 

A gentle knight with so unknightly blame:  

For weet ye well of all, that ever playd 

At tilt or tourney, or like warlike game, 

The noble Arthegall hath ever borne the name. 

               (III.ii.9.5-9) 

Her own devotion having survived this initial trial of reputation, Britomart is stirred to 

proceed with her false accusation in order to elicit from Redcrosse more praise for her 

beloved:  

His pleasing words her feeble sence much pleased, 

And softly sunck into her molten hart;  

Hart that is inly hurt, is greatly eased 

With hope of thing, that may allegge his smart; 

For pleasing wordes are like to Magick art, 

That doth the charmed Snake in slomber lay: 

Such secrete ease felt gentle Britomart, 
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So dischord ofte in Musick makes the sweeter lay. 

        (III.ii.15.1-9) 

 

Pleasing language here stands in place of the image and the body of the beloved, soothing, 

assuaging, like sweet medicine, the lovesick knight, by revivifying the phantasy of Arthegall 

in her heart.  The physiological effect of pleasing speech—that is, speech that is both artful 

and which plays upon or accords with the hearer’s desires—is likened to a “Magick art” in the 

way it establishes a dynamic and therapeutic bond between the senses, phantasy, and desire.  

Seeking to further enflame this kinetic desire, or questing spirit, Britomart asks 

Redcrosse to describe Arthegall’s appearance:  

What shape, what shield, what armes, what steed, 

And what so else his person most may vaunt . . .  

And him in everie part before her fashioned. 

            (III.ii.16.6-7, 9)   

Redcrosse’s description is not given in the text but seems to accord with Britomart’s phantasy 

of Arthegall, which we ourselves also do not “see” until the speaker later recalls it.  As 

readers we are situated in the middle of things and asked to participate as witnesses with only 

partial sight.  Some details of the conversation are given to us as direct discourse, but much is 

not.  What the narrative is particularly interested in revealing are the effects this conversation 

has on Britomart, both externally and internally.  Based largely on the testimony of these 

effects, we are obliged to interpret Britomart’s relationship to Arthegall while also 

recognizing the provisionality of those interpretations since so much remains obscure to us.  

What is less obscure is the simple fact that language which renders Arthegall more present to 

Britomart’s mind and memory simultaneously renders him more absent to her experience.  
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The gulf between Arthegall as a transcendent object and Arthegall as an embodied subject is 

sharpened, and Britomart’s wound is deepened even further as a result.   

Yet this deepening is itself a sign of progress because it concerns the deepening of 

Britomart’s desire for Arthegall, the central force of intention that will sustain her on her 

quest.267  Not only that, but progress is made through the reconciliation of Arthegall’s honor 

(public perception and appraisal) and Britomart’s discrete phantasy.  While this not the same 

as the reconciliation of history and phantasy, it is an important step in that direction.  As we 

saw with Arthur’s court and the provocation of the Green Knight in SGGK, establishing a 

verified public testimony is a necessary step in incarnating an otherwise private conviction of 

one’s worth and identity.  What Hannah Arendt says of personal identity may be applied here 

to the slow incarnation of Arthegall in Britomart’s experience, the way in which the promise 

made in and by Britomart’s vision of Arthegall is progressively concretized by travelling from 

the private to the public realm:  

Without being bound to the fulfilment of promises, we would never be able to keep 

our identities; we would be condemned to wander helpless and without direction in the 

darkness of each man’s lonely heart, caught in its contradictions and equivocalities – a 

darkness which only the light shed over the public realm through the presence of 

                                                           
267 Georgia Crampton describes how Britomart’s complaints are typical fare for courtly 

lovers, but how this conventionality of expression, when placed in the dynamic context of role 

inversion—the questing female lover, the elusive or static male beloved—is precisely what 

energizes their meaning and lends Britomart’s quest its unique propulsion and claim to 

universal (as opposed to discrete) significance.  See Georgia Ronan Crampton, “Spenser’s 

Lyric Theodicy: The Complaints of the Faerie Queene III.iv,” ELH 44.2 (Summer 1977): 205-

21. 
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others, who confirm the identity between the one who promises and the one who 

fulfils, can dispel.268  

Progress is impossible for Britomart if Arthegall remains a discrete phantasy.  Others must 

bear witness, in part to free her from the nagging possibility that she does not see according to 

what is actually the case.  For Arendt the darkness of the lonely heart is not only a description 

of the turmoil of “contradictions and equivocalities” but a description of the way in which this 

confusion of impulses, understandings, and intentions often remain hidden even from 

consciousness until they are brought to light by the presence of others—a refreshingly simple 

description of historical life.   

As if to include us in this “public realm,” and to help dispel what for the reader 

remains the darkness of Britomart’s lonely heart, the narrator takes the occasion of 

Redcrosse’s testimony to shed more light on the original circumstances of Britomart’s quest:  

Sith him whylome in Brytayne she did vew   

   To her revealed in a mirrhor playne,  

   Whereof did grow her first engraffed payne,   

  (III.ii.17.3-5) 

   By strange occasion she did him behold,  

   And much more strangely gan to love his sight, 

              (III.ii.18.1-2) 

The narrator is quick to historicize our heroine, reminding us that Britomart is a creature, not 

of Faerie, but of “Britans land.”  Indeed, Arthegall himself is meant to stand in part for the 

                                                           
268 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition: Second Edition (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2013), 237. 
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sixth century Arthgallo cited in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Chronicle,269 as well as in 

Holinshed and Hardying, as an early reader would perhaps have known.  Even the mirror that 

mediates the vision is granted its own deep history:  

As it in bookes hath written beene of old. 

In Deheubarth that now South-wales is hight, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   

The great Magitien Merlin had deviz’d,  

By his deepe science, and hell-dreaded might, 

A looking glasse, right wondrously aguiz’d, 

       (III.ii.18.3-4,6-8) 

Distinctions between natural and supernatural, ordinary perception and supernatural 

astonishment, are blurred in this critically ambivalent lens.  Earlier called “Venus looking 

glas” (III.i.8-9), the magic mirror is one which at first seems simply to be a reflective glass, 

but under a steady gaze becomes a “glassy globe,” “round and hollow shaped was, / Like to 

the world it selfe” (III.ii.19.8-9), So not only does the mirror seem to transform in appearance 

from a typical reflective glass into a small transparent globe of glass—a crystal ball—but the 

image it shows transforms from the perceiver’s apparent self to their erotic self, or those 

things and persons which compel or repel their person:  

It vertue had, to shew in perfect sight,  

What ever thing was in the world contaynd,   

Betwixt the lowest earth and hevens hight,  

So that it to the looker appertaynd;  

What ever foe had wrought, or frend had faynd, 

Therein discovered was, ne ought mote pas,  
                                                           
269 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, ed. and trans. Lewis  

Thorpe (New York: Penguin Books, 1977), V.I.3n. 
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Ne ought in secret from the same remaynd; 

             (III.ii.19.1-7) 

 

In this way, the mirror’s “wonderous worke” is to act as a mediator, to translate what is 

unseen, or secret—those relationships and deep structures of the self in its several 

associations—into what is seen.  The mirror depicts the potency of depiction, or 

representation, itself, the way in which our perceptions set in motion in the world both our 

vision and ourselves.  And to the extent the mirror is a form of wonder, it also reveals the 

uncertainty of those depictions and perceptions: marvels, like ordinary events, do not interpret 

themselves.     

In other words, the mirror still “reflects” the perceiver—“it to the looker 

appertaynd”—since it “shew[s] in perfect sight,” or actuality, those things that are favorable 

or antagonistic to the perceiver: “What ever foe had wrought, or frend had faynd,” or in the 

description of the “brood mirour of glas” in the Squire’s Tale, “who is youre freend or foo.”270  

As a mediator (and externalization) of erotic perception designed by Merlin to aid one to 

anticipate, guard against, or pursue certain futures, the mirror facilitates and compels 

purposive action.  Britomart sees in it both facets of what “mote to herself pertaine” 

(III.ii.22.9), namely, her own appearance: “[W]hen she had espyde that mirrhour fayre, / Her 

self awhile therein she vewd in vaine” (III.ii.22.5-6), and subsequently, when she recalls the 

mirror’s peculiar powers, her erotic compulsion and possible future.  Arthegall is both 

Britomart’s desire and assailant because he surprises her and compels her toward a future 

whose outcome is not certain.  According to the mirror’s original purpose (given by Merlin to 

king Ryence so he could perceive his foes and “treasonous friends” from a distance and rebuff 

                                                           
270 Chaucer, “Squire’s Tale,” 132-41. See The Riverside Chaucer (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1987). 
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an impending attack on his kingdom), Arthegall appears to Britomart because he is invading 

her father’s realm.  This external invasion of her father’s kingdom is of course mirrored as the 

invasion of Britomart’s senses through wonder and, subsequently, the invasion of her desire.   

Importantly, Britomart’s initial gaze, in which she dotes narcissistically on her own 

image, only transforms when she recalls the nature and history of the mirror itself and so 

desires to see more and other than her mere reflection.  Desiring differently, she expects to see 

differently: 

Her selfe awhile therein she view'd in vain; 

Tho, her avizing of the vertues rare, 

Which thereof spoken were, she gan againe 

Her to bethinke of, that mote to her selfe pertaine. 

         (III.ii.22.6-9)  

Thought of virtue breaks the narcissistic spell, and, curious now which of the several virtues 

she may possess or aspire to, the maid “begins again” to see.  But before this virtuous gaze 

can conjure a new sight, “Imperious Love,” whose throne is “highest set,” invades Britomart’s 

mind and she thinks, instead,  

Whom Fortune for her Husband would allot, 

Not that she lusted after any one; 

For she was pure from blame of sinfull blot, 

Yet wist her life at last must lincke in that same knot. 

             (III.ii.22.6-9) 

In the space of a moment Britomart moves from desiring to perceive herself superficially, 

according to her physical appearance, to desiring to see herself actually, according to her 
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virtue, to desiring to see her future, according to the goal of both her apparent and actual self.  

Self-understanding, according to the romance idiom, entails the ongoing interrelation and 

negotiation of these three features of perception—the apparent, the actual, and the 

intentional—and it is eros, Spenser insists, which ultimately draws them together and gives 

them order.   

The creatural language afforded love has its root, of course, in the ancient Greek 

notion of Eros as a god who preyed on the young and overwhelmed their senses.  Spenser 

refers to this explicitly in the invocation in Canto III of Book III: 

Well did Antiquity a God thee deeme, 

That over mortall mindes hast so great might, 

To order them, as best to thee doth seem, 

And all their actions to direct aright; 

The fatall purpose of divine foresight 

Thou doest effect in destined descents, 

Through deepe impression of thy secret might, 

And stirredst up th' Heroes high intents, 

Which the late world admires for wondrous moniments. 

             (III.iii.2) 

Most sacred fyre, that burnest mightily 

In living brests, ykindled first above, 

Emongst th'eternall spheres and lamping Sky, 

And thence pourd into men, which men call Love; 

Not that same, which doth base affections move 

In brutish mindes, and filthy lust inflame; 

But that sweete fit, that doth true beautie love, 

And choseth vertue for his dearest Dame, 

Whence spring all noble deedes and never dying fame: 

        (III.iii.1) 

 

It is the apparent self, when isolated from the actual and intentional self, that “brutish mindes, 

and filthy lust inflame.”  But when the mind is ordered by virtue, by a desire to be and see 

according to the qualitative and not quantitative aspect of the self, that “sacred fyre” “which 

doth true beautie love” descends from God and draws the subject to a higher object, purpose, 
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and future: “Whence spring all noble deedes and never dying fame.”  This sequence illustrates 

why Britomart’s desire to see past her apparent self to her virtuous self yields the image of 

Arthegall.  These things, despite the experience of sudden, sensory invasion, are of a piece. 

So even as Britomart’s virginal image melts into the martial image of Arthegall, we 

are not witnessing an essential, only a perceptual, change.  The supernatural mirror is in this 

sense quite natural, revealing that our perceptions themselves are not a matter of simple 

correspondence—the like-for-like of mere reflection—but instead vary according to 

circumstance and desire.  It is conceivable that Britomart might have seen any number of 

things in that mirror, “whether friend or foe,” depending on the disposition of her sight.  Nor 

would these visions be less objectively true for their being diverse.  Indeed, part of the 

enchantment of the mirror is to enable a vision of things and persons as they actually are, 

according to their multiplicity, not merely as they want or “fayn” to be.   

Desiring to see “[w]hom Fortune for her Husband would allot,”     

Eftsoones there was presented to her eye 

   A comely knight, all arm’d in complete wize, 

   Through whose bright ventayle lifted vp on hye 

   His manly face, that did his foes agrize, 

   And frends to termes of gentle truce entize, 

   Look foorth, as Phoebus face out of the east, 

   Betwixt two shady mountaynes doth arize; 

   Portly his person was, and much increast 

   Through his Heroicke grace, and honorable gest. 

 

   His crest was couered with a couchant Hownd, 

   And all his armour seemd of antique mould,    

    But wondrous massy and assured sownd, 

   And round about yfretted all with gold, 

   In which there written was with cyphres old, 

   Achilles armes, which Arthogall did win. 

   And on his shield enueloped seuenfold 

   He bore a crowned little Ermilin, 

   That deckt the azure field with her fayre pouldred skin. 
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               (II.xxiii.6, xxiv-xxv) 

 

The mirror seems to display a static portrait of Arthegall not a moving or living image, not the 

vocal, gently reclining form of the Faerie Queene that appears in Arthur’s dream, whose 

fleeting presence compels his quest:  

From that day forth I lou’d that face diuyne; 

From that day forth I cast in carefull mynd, 

To seeke her out with labor, and long tyne, 

And neuer vowd to rest, till her I fynd. 

                 (I.ix.15.5-9) 

Instead, Arthegall is posed, even with the requisite shadows of Elizabethan portraiture 

framing and enhancing his “Phoebus face out of the east.”  The description of his image in the 

mirror is itself an ekphrasis, with the speaker carefully interpreting the details, speculating 

that his armor “seemd of antique mould,” that his “portly” person was “much increast / 

Through his Heroicke grace, and honorable gest,” and drawing the analogy with Phoebus to 

highlight his “manly face.”  Further, Arthegall’s armored figure is adorned with images from 

medieval heraldry—a crest with a “couchant Hownd” and a shield with a powder-white 

ermine, crowned, set against an “azure field.”  His armor is gilded in a way that “recalls the 

Greenwich tournament and pageant garb won by Elizabeth’s courtiers,” a picture of the 

court’s deliberately anachronistic aesthetic.  Yet the armor is also said to be of “antique 

mould” and has ciphers carved into the gold leaf which read “Achilles armes, which Arthogall 

did win,” setting up an complex relationship between Elizabethan pageantry, the 

achievements of a legendary medieval Briton, and Britain’s epic lineage that goes back 

through Brutus to the Trojans but which has somehow been brought forward in Arthegall’s 
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winning of Achilles’ armor.  This implies a defeated Greek enemy and a rewritten epic history 

pivoting on the fulcrum of the matchless marvels interpenetrating “Britans land.”  This 

renders the image even more suggestive as a dramatic image implicitly requiring interpretive 

engagement. After all, “[n]owhere else in the Faerie Queene does Arthegall appear thus 

costumed; the image in King Ryence’s mirror stands single and unexplained in any of its 

elements.”271   

Michael Leslie has argued the image of Arthegall Britomart sees in Merlin’s mirror 

carefully imitates an Elizabethan impresa, a form of portraiture that, unlike the embleme, 

whose symbolism is primarily general and which “aim[s] to speak of universal truths and 

absolute morality,”272was more “personal, learned, philosophical, and difficult.  Its highs 

standards and demands on the reader reflect[ing] and express[ing] the nobility of its bearer.”  

Leslie notes that the description of the “two shady mountaynes” and the Phoebus-like face set 

between them may in fact describe an actual inset scene typical of impresa-portraits.  What 

these inset scenes create, taken alongside heraldic icons (ala the crowned ermine and alert 

hound) and the primary figure of the portrait, is a complex dialogue that “readers” are meant 

to enter into and interpret: “In time the nobility of the impresa and its claimed role as the 

truest expression of an aristocratic spirit resulted in its involvement in the education of 

                                                           
271 Michael Leslie, “The Dialogue between Bodies and Souls: Picture and Poesy in the 

English Renaissance,” Word & Image 1 (1985), 28. 

 
272 Ibid., 24.  Leslie quotes Henri Estienne in L’Art de faire des devises (Paris, 1645), who 

notes the difference between emblems and imprese:  

Their difference is take from this, that the words of the Embleme may demonstrate 

things universall, and hold the rank of morall precepts, which may as well serve for 

the world, as for the proper author of the Embleme.   

The English rendition is from Henri Estienne, The Art of making Devises (London, 1646), 

translated by Thomas Blount. Mario Praz speculates that the reading 'word' is incorrect; and 

this is confirmed by the Errata page in the I648 edition.  
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gentlemen.”273  As one was more and more educated in the spheres of public decorum and 

personal virtue, one was expected to grow more and more sophisticated at interpreting such 

complex images:  

The impresa enjoyed great popularity in Elizabethan and Jacobean England, 

particularly as an essential feature of the courtly tournament.  While not claiming for it 

any aesthetic primacy, it is possible to see the impresa as a characteristic art-form of 

this age, in its delight in smallness, in the mixing of visual and verbal, in difficulty and 

recondite erudition, and especially in the paradox of public display and social 

exclusiveness. 

That Spenser chooses this form to initiate the wound of love-melancholy in the heart of a 

young maid indicates Britomart’s unique role as an aristocrat whose education through 

lovesickness is not merely general and common but uniquely and discreetly tied to her ability 

to dramatically engage in an ongoing interpretive relationship with this complex image.  This 

happens physiologically, of course, in the form of phantasy, memory, and enflamed desire, 

but the symbolic additions to the portrait suggest Arthegall’s place in a history that is not only 

backward- but forward-looking.  In other words, the portrait can be read as provisional as 

much as prophetic; it may be fulfilled, or it may not.  Arthegall alone cannot incarnate the 

multiple meanings of these symbols.  As a changeling from Britain, he has grown up in Faerie 

and his portrait’s Elizabethan accoutrements are thus merely allegorical unless Britomart 

retrieves him and their marriage initiates the history that gives birth to Elizabeth.  In other 

words, the dialogue in the impresa Britomart sees before her is not self-contained but involves 

Britomart as its essential “reader”—“it to the looker appertaynd.”     

                                                           
273 Ibid. 
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This complex way in which such an image dramatically interacts with itself and with 

the light shed on it by “the presence of others” is described by William Drummond in his 

Discourse as the way in which “the whole Impresa Reasons.”  He extends this inner logic “to 

the World, or to the Author, or to his Lady, or to any Person beloved of the Author.”  In other 

words, the image is designed such that different types of relationships to the image and the 

author of the image affect the way in which the image “reasons.”  To take one example, the 

white ermine on Arthegall’s shield, which as a traditional symbol of chastity can represent 

either pure justice (Arthegall’s chief virtue and quest) or sexual purity (Britomart’s chief 

virtue and quest), creates a dramatic dialogue between Britomart and Arthegall that can only 

be held together, with each meaning fully expressed, under the aspect of their spousal union.  

Even more pointedly, this spousal or shared interpretation then yields a third reference, 

namely the Virgin Queen as crowned ermine, the offspring or incarnation of that shared 

reading.  It was Elizabeth, after all, who in 1585 sat for the famous “Ermine” portrait by 

Nicholas Hilliard, the image which the portrait of Arthegall would have most immediately 

brought to mind for Spenser’s contemporaries.  So in this impresa of Arthegall we have 

Spenser displaying love’s personalist, ordering logic which “reasons” according to one’s 

discrete relationship to the image/subject it sees, but which is not permitted to remain discrete 

since it must also account for the public manifestations of that relationship and reasoning, in 

action and as history.   

That those manifestations are multiple and bound in different ways by precedent, 

actuality, and possibility is what seems to fascinate Spenser so much.  The Faerie Queene in 

its entirety is obsessed with the necessity, especially for fallen creatures whose sight is 

contingent and partial, to apprehend truth according to its multiplicity.  For Spenser, this is 
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both the poetical task and the unique capacity of the poetic work, which he makes explicit in 

the famous proem of Book III.  Describing his romance as a grand (and “humble”) attempt to 

fashion an object of sight and seeing that operates, just as Merlin’s mirror does for Britomart, 

by producing multiple representations of a single self—in this case, Queen Bess:  

Ne let his fayrest Cynthia refuse, 

In mirrours more then one herselfe to see,  

But either Gloriana let her chuse,  

Or in Belphoebe fashioned to bee: 

In th’one her rule, in th’other her rare chastitee. 

     (III.5.5-9) 

As we have noted, multiplying the image of the “Ermilin” Elizabeth according to her “rule” 

(justice) and “chastitee” (purity) evokes the absolute interrelation of these aspects of her 

person by evoking the story of their spousal ancestry and figuration.  But that interrelationship 

itself of the traditionally masculine category of rule and the traditionally feminine category of 

chastity is already latent in the figure of Britomart herself as much as it is latent in the image 

of Arthegall.  In other words, there is something companionate or equitable about Britomart 

and Arthegall that the mirror reveals, even as it also forecasts the fruit of their union through 

marriage.  This double virtue is evident not only in Britomart’s testing of Arthegall’s chastity 

and honor before Redcrosse, it is also evident in the two narratives Britomart offers Redcrosse 

about the nature of her own motives and actions.  This suggests that her narrative of martial 

prowess and her narrative of chaste, erotic suffering are both in fact true, which the events at 

the castle of Malacasta had already suggested.  After all, it was Britomart’s desire to perceive 

herself according to her virtue—that which is hidden from immediate sight but still “to the 
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looker appertaynd”—that instigated the transformation of the image in the glass from one of 

virginal beauty to the war-like aspect of Arthegall.  Even as Plato once described the beloved 

as a mirror in which the lover beholds himself, Arthegall is both an expression of Britomart’s 

self-image and her future, much like the Green Knight was an expression of Arthur’s self-

image as well as a test of his court’s actuality and viability.   

This does not alter the fact that from the perspective of immediate experience both the 

Green Knight and the appearances cast up by Merlin’s mirror occur as wonders—intrusions of 

the marvelous that astonish the senses and remain critically ambivalent.  These are not 

wonders that announce themselves as emissaries of the good or the malevolent; they do not 

speak of divine purpose or of that “sacred fyre” that moves the sun and stars.  Instead, they 

disorient, stir desire, require careful interpretation, and compel action, even as the mode and 

goal of such action remains uncertain.  Moreover, insofar as Britomart’s experience of wonder 

is wonder-as-eros, and insofar as it occurs in the form of a sheer representation, it infects her 

with desire for an image that is not yet a real presence, simultaneously initiating and 

frustrating eros:  

  But wicked fortune mine, though minde be good, 

  Can haue no end, nor hope of my desire, 

  But feed on shadowes, whiles I die for food, 

  And like a shadow wexe, whiles with entire 

  Affection, I doe languish and expire. 

  I fonder, then Cephisus follish chyld, 

  Who hauing vewed in a fountaine shere 

  His face, was with the loue thereof beguyld; 

  I fonder love a shade, the body far exyld. 

               (III.ii.44) 

 

The moment wonder awakens desire in us through the intrusion of new sight, it exposes the 

frailty of our knowledge: 
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'Wonder', thaumazein, is one of those wonderful words that face in opposite directions 

at one and the same time, like Janus and the androgynous creature of whom 

Aristophanes tells in the Symposium. It seems possible to use it in opposite senses at 

once; thaumazein both opens our eyes wide and plunges us into the dark. It is both 

startled start and flinching in bewilderment.274  

The Janus-like beguilement, Britomart’s sensory infatuation at the image’s appearing and her 

immediate frustration at its quality as an image, a “shadow wexe,” produces a peculiar form 

of erotic suffering, since Britomart does not know for certain if the object of her desire is even 

a real person.  It is as though we are being told that, regarding human consciousness and 

activity in the world, the erotic as such is the one thing certain.  Regardless even of the 

actuality or worth of the erotic object, romance’s evaluation of the human is that we are most 

fundamentally desiring creatures.275  Britomart’s description of her own erotic suffering, 

moreover, brings into focus the fact that desire as such is a form of suffering, a movement 

toward something it requires but which is absent, a hunger that feasts upon the shadows of an 

exiled object.  And in as much as compulsion and intentionality are simply different names 

for desire, eros comes to explain not only a hidden world of subjectivity but the actions of 

subjects in the phenomenal world.   

So deep is the erotic structure of the romance subject that Britomart’s experience of 

the mirror’s wonder manifests as an illness which travels into her body through her sight (that 

chief phenomenological organ) like a terrible infection.  If the appearance of the Green Knight 

                                                           
274 John Llewelyn, “On the Saying that Philosophy Begins in Thaumazein,” Afterall Journal 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 1. 

   
275 Jean-Luc Marion’s The Erotic Phenomenon (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008) 

is a profound, phenomenological exploration of this idea. 
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temporarily stunned the court of Camelot but was eventually met with a form of action, even 

if a prolonged action, Britomart’s wonder is even more disorienting because, as we have said, 

there is no physical presence to whom she can respond.  Unable to express or reciprocate 

anything at all, the image of Arthegall (her desire for him) grows out of proportion to her 

understanding and experience, aggravating and deepening love’s wound to such an extent that 

Britomart’s nurse laments to Merlin:  

Now haue three Moones with borrowd brothers light, 

Thrise shined faire, and thrise seemd dim and wan, 

With sore euill, which this virgin bright 

Tormenteth, and doth plonge in dolefull plight, 

First rooting tooke; but what thing it mote bee, 

Or whence it sprong, I can not read aright: 

But this I read, that but if remedee, 

Though her afford, full shortly I her dead shall see. 

              (III.iii.16.2-9) 

 

Merlin suggests the nurse should have taken the girl to an ordinary physician and received 

typical “leach-crafte” for the ailment.  Britomart’s nurse insists that the child’s sickness is 

deeper than an ordinary sickness and so requires a deeper medicine: 

      Yf any leaches skill,  

Or other learned meanes could haue redrest  

This my deare daughters deepe engraffed ill,  

Certes I should be loth thee to molest:  

But this sad euill, which doth her infest,  

Doth course of naturall cause farre exceed,  

And housed is within her hollow brest,  

That either seemes some cursed witches deed,  

Or euill spright, that in her doth such torment breed. 

                (III.iii.18) 

 

Merlin, for his part, bursts out laughing, diagnosing the girl as, quite naturally, lovesick.  But 

at the Nurse’s prodding, he extends his prophetic capacity (“his spirite thus gan foorth 
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display”) and turns to Britomart with an exhortation reminiscent of the angel Gabriel’s 

annunciation to Mary:  

Most noble Virgin, that by fatall lore,  

Hast learn’d to loue, let no whit thee dismay  

The hard beginne, that meetes thee in the dore,  

And with sharpe fits thy tender hart oppresseth sore. 

              III.iii.21.6-9 

For so must all things excellent begin,  

And eke enrooted deepe must be that Tree,  

Whose big embodied braunches shall not lin,  

Till they to heuens hight forth stretched bee.  

For from thy wombe a famous Progenee 

Shall spring, out of the auncient Troian blood, 

Which shall revive the sleeping memoree 

Of those same antique Peres, the heuens brood, 

Which Greeke and Asian riuers stayned with their blood. 

              (III.iii.22) 

  

Britomart’s “ordinary” lovesickness, Merlin determines, is the product of her supernatural 

destiny and the unfolding of the Christian God’s providential order.  It is the orienting prelude 

to a great history. 

The order of this discovery, and Britomart’s experience of wonder as eros, is neatly 

mirrored in the syntax of the salutary and prophetic phrase: “For so must all things excellent 

begin.”  The bewildering “for so” pain of deep desire is first encountered as intrusion and 

aberration—wonder’s initial disorientation.  It subsequently finds its orientation through 

interpretation (mediation) and is perceived afresh as the revelation of an “enrooted” “must” 

which alone makes possible “all things excellent.”  “Things excellent”—literally meaning 

things higher or above—here names the apprehension of the divine narrative in which love is 

embedded and which love will manifest as history.  This narrative is still the creature of love, 

since love is not merely the motive force of spiritual romance but its goal.  Like a carefully 

composed impresa, love as narrative is a higher order of reasoning and experience (things 
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excellent) that can organize and interpret the initial “for so” experience of brute desire (lyric’s 

discrete stab of longing or delight).  In fact, this higher narrative order was first articulated not 

by Merlin but by Britomart’s nurse when she had first confronted the distressed maid in her 

chambers:  

[T]hough no reason may apply 

Salue to your sore, yet loue can higher stye, 

Then reasons reach, and oft hath wonders donne. 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Things ofte impossible (quoth she) seem ere begonne. 

          (III.ii.36.4-6, 9) 

Occupying the figural place outside of, or above, Britomart’s undirected experience of desire, 

the nurse uses a syntax akin to Merlin’s when describing the way in which the wonder of 

suffering desire, by the ordering power of love, can be brought beyond the reach of reason 

into a narrative (and not just sensory experience) of wonder.  Love, understood in this way, 

reveals something new, something previously thought impossible, an orientation, path, or 

homecoming that previous experience and understanding had left unseen.  Once love’s story 

opens this new way, once narrative reorients the romance subject, eros can now be directed 

toward this new goal.  And only when so directed can the subject begin a quest that exceeds 

reason’s former boundaries, dispersing the contradictions and equivocalities of the lonely 

heart and moving beyond the fleeting satisfactions of mere impulse and appearance.   

Answering the charge that eros qua eros is an unfit topic for the lengthy exploration 

he affords it in Book III of the Faerie Queene, Spenser responds sharply in the proem of Book 

IV,  
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Such ones ill iudge of loue, that cannot loue, 

Ne in their frosen hearts feele kindly flame: 

For thy they ought not thing vnknowne reproue, 

Ne naturall affection faultlesse blame, 

For fault of few that haue abusd the same. 

For it of honor and all vertue is 

The roote, and brings forth glorious flowres of fame, 

That crowne true louers with immortall blis, 

The meed of them that loue, and do not liue amisse. 

         (IV.2)  

 

Here Spenser explains that the erotic is not just one topic among others, but is “The roote . . . 

of honor and all vertue.”  In other words, it is not a topic in and of itself worthy of praise or 

blame, it is a “natural affection,” an order of intention and engagement with the historical 

world and other persons which can be abused or manipulated by the perverse, but which, for 

the just, is the organ and root “of honor and all vertue.”  As the root of virtuous action, eros 

thus belongs to the historical realm (“true louers . . . do not liue amisse”) rather than the world 

of abstraction.    

By casting Merlin in the role of doctor, Spenser presents the interpretive act as a form 

of medicine that does not cure, in the sense of nullifying, but directs, by narrating, wonder’s 

genius, eros, toward its true home.  Interpretation, for Spenser, is the ability to locate wonder 

in narrative, to understand brute experience according to a story:  

   It was not Britomart, thy wandring eye, 

   Glauncing vnwares in charmed looking glas, 

   But the streight course of heuenly destiny, 

   Led with eternall prouidence, that has 

Guyded thy glance, to bring his will to pas:  

Ne is thy fate, ne is thy fortune ill,  

To loue the prowest knight, that euer was, 

Therefore submit thy wayes unto his will, 

And doe by all dew meanes thy destiny fulfill. 

     (III.iii.24) 

 



175 
 

Interpretation takes the old material of sheer experience and re-presents it to consciousness as 

a new object to desire or resist.  Because its truth is future, Merlin’s interpretation of 

Britomart’s experience appropriately takes the form of prophetic act—available but not yet 

certain from the perspective of experience.  Perhaps surprisingly, Spenser seems to insist, 

even when the narrative of desire is explicitly providentialist it is contingent on the subject 

and her agency.  So after relating the grand vision, Merlin encourages Britomart to submit her 

will and “dew meanes” to that story.   

The role of desire, as a movement of consciousness that always precedes the will, is 

not an intermittent or occasional feature of historical action but is coterminous with the 

apprehension of and progress toward the object or story which motivates it. So even as 

Britomart submits to this new understanding and makes progress on her quest, her wound 

does not heal but deepens.  In the absence of her beloved, Britomart’s wound becomes more 

and more enflamed by “amorous discourse” and the “thousand thoughts she fashiond in her 

mind” (III.iv.5.6):   

With such selfe-pleasing thoughts her wound she fedd, 

   And thought so to beguile her grieuous smart; 

   But so her smart was much more grieuous bredd, 

   And the deepe wound more deep engord her hart, 

   That nought but death her dolour mote depart. 

   So forth she rode without repose or rest,  

   Searching all lands and each remotest part,  

Following the guydaunce of her blinded guest, 

            (III.iv.6.1-8)  

 

Yet, as we noted earlier in her discourse with Redcrosse, for Britomart, this piquant phantasy 

does not arrest or ruin her history, it propels it.  It elaborates the middle space between 

intention and its object; it travels the remotest lands, the unknown, for the sake of the 
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believed-in, accomplishing what mere experience could never justify, and transforming the 

briefest spark of lyric pain into an engine-room of epic history.   

In the very section of the narrative where contemporary sensibilities may be put off by 

the supervening metaphysical order providence introduces, with its implied historical 

purposiveness, Spenser has in fact elevated Britomart’s lovesickness to the status of heroic 

melancholy, assuming by this divine narrative and call a capacity of intellection, interiority, 

and creativity on par with any masculine figure of epic or romance.  What Spenser achieves in 

characterizing Britomart and her quest this way is genuinely revolutionary: 

[I]n early modern England “heroic malenacholia” is a specifically masculine affliction, 

the cerebral and philosophical connotations of which automatically exclude women.  

Male lovesickness thus comes to be associated with creativity, interiority, and 

intellect, attributes that allow men’s disappointments in love to be placed within a 

wider cultural context of courtly romance, Neoplatonic philosophy, and Petrarchan 

poetry.  Whereas the masculine intellect is capable of converting sickness and sorrow 

into an elevating understanding of life, women, it is said, are barred from such 

privileged forms of expression because they lack the faculty of reason, which 

interprets and sublimates bodily and emotional disturbances.276 

 

As the driving protagonist of a people, nation, and future empire, Britomart supersedes even 

Vergil’s powerful female figures who, like Dido, Lavinia, and Camilla, are finally set pieces 

and tragic offerings—not to providence, which requires intelligent and erotic participation, 

but to fate, or even more importantly, to the traditional masculine narrative, which just is 

history in the classical view.  For Spenser, though, the feminine story of erotic suffering is 

what will actively make history; here, her capacities are uninhibited, either by her gender or 

by lovesickness, since desire itself is the necessary precondition of intellection, creativity, and 

interiority.   

                                                           
276 Leslie Dawson, Lovesickness and Gender in Early Modern English Literature (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008), 4. 
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Nevertheless, while presented with the opportunity and imbued with the capacity to 

redeem love from sheer transcendence, Britomart must nonetheless, in herself and in her 

experience, incarnate this possibility by navigating the temptation to succumb to various types 

of erotic suffering that would paralyze and undo her quest.  Lovesickness is not univocal in 

either its expressions or its effects.  It is not an automatic procedure and path but one that 

forks continually, luring one as often (perhaps much more often, if the quantity of examples in 

the Faerie Queene are any indication) to dark groves of self-directed lust and erotic coercion 

as to the golden fields of companionate marriage.   

The varieties of lovesickness themselves have a rich history, not only in romance 

narratives, but in medical and philosophical literature from late antiquity forward.  The 

anatomization of these forms of suffering take clearest shape in the practical and medical 

literature of the high and late Middle Ages, where the physiological, emotional, and mental 

processes involved in erotic suffering are gathered together under a single, typically treatable, 

condition.  Merlin’s assumption that what Britomart needs is ordinary “leach-crafte” shows 

that lovesickness was thought of in Spenser’s time as a relatively common psycho-somatic 

pathology.  This is evident, more or less unaltered, from late antiquity to Burton’s Anatomy of 

Melancholy and Jacques Ferrand’s Erotomania in the 17th century.   

Late medieval and early modern physiological descriptions of erotic suffering are 

particularly useful when considering the psycho-somatic, as well as spiritual, nature of the 

love trials Britomart encounters once she has decided to set forth on her quest for Arthegall 

and the providential future he represents.   To be sure, when malignant forms of lovesickness 

are being described, the language of God, the devil, righteousness, and corruption are never 

far behind, since eros always functions in the Judeo-Christian scriptures as an analogue for 
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worship, a bodily expression of one’s ultimate spiritual commitments, whether holy and life-

giving or idolatrous and deadly.  This means that theological language about gender, 

hierarchy, and sexual desire in Spenser’s age often takes on an increasingly vexed, if not 

plainly paradoxical, form, a dilemma we have seen Spenser confront in the defense of his own 

treatment of eros in a poem putatively to do with Christian virtue.  Erotic suffering may either 

stem from true devotion or from idolatry, so being able to delineate and negotiate the various 

types of lovesickness is fundamental to the success of the subject of scriptural romance.  To 

better understand this variety, we must now turn from the providential love-melancholy that 

initiated Britomart’s quest to an examination of the more invidious forms of lovesickness that 

surface to tempt Britomart along her journey.  Because this latter type of lovesickness is the 

kind most often anatomized in the medical and philosophical literature of Spenser’s age, we 

will need to take a closer look at key descriptions from that literature in order to deepen our 

appreciation of the erotic trials that Britomart faces in Book III of the Faerie Queene as well 

the complex ways in which she will be tempted to manage the effects of deleterious 

lovesickness.  Recognizing the central role of gender and hierarchy in all of these 

formulations will only enhance how utterly iconoclastic a figure Britomart actually is. 

 

 

Malignant Strands  

In the medical journal of the medieval French physician Bernard de Gordon,277 we 

read of an affliction that ravages mind and body.  The one afflicted becomes weak from 

                                                           
277 When quoting Bernard’s Lilium I am dependent on Couliano’s English translation of the 

1491 edition of the Latin text (in the Boston Medical Library), the relevant passages of which 

are provided (with notes regarding slight alterations in the 1550 edition [from the Pagel 
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hunger but cannot eat, disoriented from sleeplessness but cannot sleep, less and less capable 

of reasoning, less and less able to carry out the most basic life functions.  Untreated, the 

illness will progress until the patient becomes maniacal and eventually dies.  He has what 

Bernard calls, in keeping with the medical tradition, amor heroes.  He is lovesick.  

Preoccupation with a woman has turned to an obsession, and that obsession has unhinged him 

from himself and the world around him.  Andreas Capellanus tells us the psycho-somatic 

pathology of amor hereos results  

[w]hen a man sees a woman deserving of erotic attentions, [and] he at once begins to 

desire her with his whole heart.  Then, the more he thinks of it, the more he feels 

himself imbued with love until he reconstructs her in her entirety in phantasy.  Then 

he begins to think of her figure, he perceives her limbs, imagines them in action and 

explores [rimari, lit: splits] the private parts of her body.278  

From Aristotle to Avicenna, this erotic process of phantastic reconstruction and private 

manipulation is understood in physical and spatial terms.  The material conceptualization of 

images in the human mind occurs, in large part, to account for the way in which a phantasy 

can come to affect the health of the material body.   

First, sight itself is conceived as a plainly material process, so that the image of the 

woman or beloved only reaches the eye of the lover by traveling along a thinly material beam.  

Yet inasmuch as sight is a sensory activity of the body the image itself would soon terminate 

or dissolve were it not translated to the soul—the seat of desire, memory, and intentionality 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

collection in the library of the Washington Medical School]) in John Livingstone Lowes’ 

“The Loveres Maladye of Hereos,” Modern Philology 11 (1913-14): 499-501.  See Ioan P. 

Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, trans. Margaret Cook (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1987). 

   
278 Quoted in Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 19. 
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(what we might call the mental)—by the medium of spirit, the same astral matter that keeps 

the celestial spheres in their heaven.279  The pneumatalogical apparatus within a person is thus 

the middle term between body and soul, the unique operation of consciousness whereby the 

datum of the world is translated into the datum of perception, desire, and intention.  The 

pneumatalogical is thus most often conceived in pre-modern medical literature as a thinly 

material structure, an amalgam uniquely capable of translating the language of the body (pure 

sensation) into the language of the soul (pure image).  In other words, the production of 

phantasy in the mind is a technical description of the mirroring, or analogical, activity of the 

spirit as it translates sensory experience into the pictorial language of the soul.  Ficino, for 

example, describes how “[t]he lover carves into his soul the model of the beloved.  In that 

way, the soul of the lover becomes the mirror in which the image of the loved one is 

reflected.”280   

The objective—we might say, passive—information of the beloved’s body is 

translated by the mental and perceptual act into a new type of information, one that is 

subjective, integrating experience and memory.  Only once the object has been integrated by 

the faculty of perception and translated by the faculty of imagination or phantasy (properly, 

the rational or psychic retention of an object beyond the historical instance of its being seen) 

are desire and intention set in motion (the sequential language of “imagining and exploring” 

in Capellanus’ unsettling description).  In the case of lovesickness, the phantasy of the 

beloved so reconstructed, or translated, is produced in excess because desire amplifies the 

                                                           
279 In other words, the harmonies and humors of heavenly macrocosm and human microcosm 

are understood by most thinkers from antiquity to the time of the renaissance to be materially 

analogous, not just theoretically or poetically so.   

 
280 Quoted in Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 31.  
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imagination.  More specifically, where there is no physical or mental reciprocity between 

lover and beloved, desire’s continual deferral continually enhances the production of the 

phantasy so that what swells monstrously in the heart, or soul, overflows back through the 

blood and astral material of the pneumatic system (coincident in many journals with what will 

later be known as the blood stream), ultimately disrupting the humoral balance of the body in 

the same way a corrupted translation might render a text unintelligible.  The body, for its part, 

grows pallid and weak, and the afflicted subject finds it increasingly difficult to eat or sleep.  

Bernard writes in his Lilium medicinale, 

The illness called hereos is melancholy anguish caused by love for a woman.  The 

cause of this affliction lies in the corruption of the faculty to evaluate, due to a figure 

and a face that have made a very strong impression.  When a man is in love with a 

woman, he thinks exaggeratedly of her figure, her face, her behavior, believing her to 

be the most beautiful, the most worthy in respect, the most extraordinary with the best 

build, in body and soul, that there can be.  This is why he desires her passionately, 

forgetting all sense of proportion and common sense, and thinks that, if he could 

satisfy his desire, he would be happy.  To so great an extent is his judgment distorted 

that he constantly thinks of the woman’s figure and abandons all his activities so that, 

if someone speaks to him, he hardly hears him.  And since this entails continuous 

contemplation, it can be defined as melancholy anguish.  

  

Having taken up an outsized residence in the subject’s heart, the phantasy eventually 

displaces the subject’s own image, or self.  Paralyzing preoccupation with the image of his 

desire (not, in fact, the object of his desire, since the lack of reciprocity means the woman 

herself has become “a pretext, not a real presence”281) produces a monstrous intrusion into the 

place of the subject’s self, forcing the subject’s self-image to shrink back or be expelled 

entirely.  Such expulsion, since the soul of the beloved has not been opened to the lover’s self 

through reciprocity and real presence, is an exile without end.  And it is this displacement, this 

                                                           
281 Ibid, 31. 
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wandering between two heart-homes whose doors are both shut, that produces the acute 

psychological suffering and loss of reason experienced by those afflicted with amor hereos.   

The psycho-somatic pathology of the erotic is a commonplace in premodern medicine, 

as we have said, but it crucially allows what might otherwise be considered the terrain of the 

mental to obtain not only physical description but physical treatment.  What is Bernard’s 

remedy for one afflicted with lovesickness?  There is a progression of suggested treatments, 

depending on the seriousness of the case.  For an ordinary affliction, remedies begin with 

“gentle methods” such as reasonable persuasion through speech.282  If or when the subtler 

methods of persuasive speech should fail, Bernard prescribes “stronger” treatments like 

whippings, travel, and the enjoyment of erotic pleasures with several women.283  In the most 

extreme cases, where indiscriminate intercourse fails or the afflicted refuses or is unable to 

fulfill the prescription, Bernard’s treatment attains to a final, desperate, and plainly theatrical, 

form, where speech and action are combined.  Couliano summarizes:  

Bernard . . . advises that there be recourse to the talents of an old and horrible shrew, 

to stage a dramatic scene.  Under her clothes the old woman should wear a rag soaked 

in menstrual blood.  In full view of the patient she should first utter the worst 

invectives regarding the woman he loves and, if that proves useless, she should 

remove the rag from her bosom, wave it under the nose of the unhappy man, and shout 

in his face: ‘Your friend, she is like this, she is like this!’ suggesting that she is only –
                                                           
282 Inasmuch as persuasive language itself requires imagistic translation to the soul for its 

effect and comprehension, and insofar as the soul is preeminent over the body—though each 

remains inaudible to the other—“[i]t follows that the phantasm has absolute primacy over the 

word, that it precedes both utterance and understanding of every linguistic message.” Ibid., 5.  

  
283 Ibid., 20.  Copulation with other partners to recalibrate the humoral imbalance of phlegm.  

This understanding remains largely unchanged through the 16th and 17th centuries, with 

Thomas Cogan describing the medical benefits of “moderate evacuation” of semen: “it 

procureth the appetite to meat and helpeth concoction; it maketh the body more light and 

nimble, it openeth the pores and conduits and purgeth phlegm; it quickeneth the mind, stirreth 

up the wit, reneweth the senses, driveth away sadness, madness, anger, melancholy, fury.” 

Quoted in Anthony Fletcher, Gender, Sex, and Subordination (New Haven, Conn.: Yale 

University Press, 1999), 46.  
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as the Malleus maleficarum is to say—‘a bane of nature.’  Exhausted, the doctor draws 

his conclusion: ‘If, after all that, he does not change his mind, then he is not a man but 

the devil incarnate.’”284   

 

This bloody rag is meant to suddenly awaken the suffering man to the brute fact that his 

object of obsession is a mere woman285: fallen Eve, a leaking body of corrupted flesh, 

unworthy of the young man’s singular attention and self-displacement.  The spell must be 

broken.  The hypostatic depiction of the feminine so often intended to motivate heroic virtue 

and spiritual ascent—Plato’s Diotima, Dante’s Beatrice, the Virgin Mary, even Arthur’s 

Guinevere finely posed in a static effulgence of silk—is brought crashing down to the 

repugnant scent of a ragged, incontinent body: Here is your Guinevere, here your true 

Diotima—she is like this!  In the same way the eroticized girdle tempted Gawain to trust in 

occult powers but later became an emblem of his shame, the bloody rag emerges from 

beneath the dress in this pantomime as the shameful exposure, and inversion, of the erotic 

ideal.  To break the spell of unrequited desire (lust’s sheer, cacophonous immanence), one 

must break the spell of idealization (the occultation of love as sheer transcendence).       
                                                           
284 Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 21. 

 
285 For Aristotle, the female is esti peperomenon, or animal occasionatum, the failure of 

nature to achieve its inherent goal of perfection.  She is the result of a lack of generative heat 

or an unfavorable climate, the failure of procreative nature to create something procreative, a 

creature that cannot of itself accomplish its own telos.  The female is “the result of a 

generative event not carried to its completion.”  She is defective in herself but is a necessary, 

and so not unnatural, instrument of male perfection and procreation.  Taken alone, though, she 

is manqué.  Aquinas combines Aristotle in the De generatione animalium with the account of 

creation in Genesis, emphasizing, 

Only as regards nature in the individual is woman something defective and manqué . . 

. but with reference to nature in the species as a whole, the female is not something 

manqué, but is according to the plan of nature [intentio naturae], and is directed to the 

work of procreation.  

Quoted in Ian Maclean’s The Renaissance Notion of Woman (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983), 8. Thomas Aquinas is thus able to explain the scripture in Genesis 

that says, “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male 

and female he created them” (Gen. 1:27 [Revised Standard Version]). 
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For Gawain, the shame the girdle exposed or came to stand for was his self-

idealization, yet here the shame the menstrual rag exposes is the idealization of the feminine 

as such.  Bernard’s hypothetical victim only deserves shame if he does not respond to the 

revelation of female shame.  Only then is he declared “not a man but the devil incarnate.”  

Neither is feminine shame rooted in any question of the beloved’s violation of chastity or 

feminine virtue; it is simply the universalized shame of the feminine body itself that the 

bloody rag represents.286  All distinctions and differences are eliminated in favor of the 

simple, ontological correspondence captured in the invective, “Your friend . . . she is like 

this!”  Bernard’s remedy implies that a woman’s appearance, as well as any particular quality 

of her character or behavior, is ultimately a deception287 on the same level as the deception 

performed by the young man’s own desires.  In fact, the pantomime is meant to awaken the 

sufferer from his delusion by reminding him of what has always been the case: namely, that 

despite appearances or experience, any beautiful maid is no different from any bent hag 

                                                           
286 Insofar as postlapsarian woman bears the malediction of Eve, woman’s “anatomical 

deficiency” becomes a mirror of both her rational and moral deficiency.  

  
287 Postlapsarian woman becomes not only the passive object of deception and temptation but 

its creator; the one who was first deceived becomes herself a living deception.  The sensual 

trauma of Eve’s temptation (“So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and 

that it was a delight to the eyes . . . she took of its fruit and ate”) is transferred to and mirrored 

in the feminine body’s natural and artificial enticements.  In the same way that the fruit of the 

tree disoriented and deceived Eve as a wonder in any romance might, so woman becomes a 

wonder for mankind, the glittering, sensual surface that can invade the body with its imago, 

entice and disorient in a single stroke, overwhelming the phantastic discourse of the soul with 

monstrous proportions.  As Eve, woman is sheer allure, an extraordinary physical and verbal 

surface whose disproportionate and deceptive effects disguise her actual nature as the weaker, 

more passive, less rational, vessel.  That the spiritual, moral, and bodily—undergirded by 

Galenic and Aristotelian categories—blended so seamlessly together under the aspect of 

female malediction goes some distance to explain not only the urgent nature, but the particular 

mode, of Bernard de Gordon’s curative spectacle.  See Fletcher, Gender, Sex, and 

Subordination, 14. 
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because all women are finally reducible to the same corrupted nature.  Difference, or 

particularity—the belief that one’s beloved is qualitatively unique—is, Bernard’s prescription 

implies, at the heart of the deception that sustains the deadly illness.288     

In the deep ideological tradition in which Bernard’s prescription participates, whose 

roots even Gawain desperately evokes at his humiliation, to break the spell of sensualism, one 

must “unmask” the feminine by stripping away the surfaces: verbally, in the mode of 

invective; visually, in the repugnant face of the shrew; and olfactorily and phantastically, in 

the production of the bloody rag.   Here, the shrew shouts as she waives the rag beneath the 

man’s nostrils, is the true representation and expression of your beloved according to her 

actual weakness and natural corruption, not according to the charms and artifice of her 

                                                           
288 Bernard’s etymology of the term itself is based as much on the presumption that hereos is 

a corruption, or alternation, of heroes, as it is on his anecdotal view of the aristoi: “It is called 

hereos because noblemen and lords of the manor, because of plenty of pleasures and delights, 

often were overcome by this affliction.”  Naturally, he seems to say, amor hereos would be an 

affliction named for those most often surrounded by excess and leisure, who most naturally 

incline to the heroic mode—those for whom devotion to the image of excellence is devotion 

to excellence as such, for whom the masculine or feminine expression of the beautiful is the 

manifestation of the morally virtuous, for whom ritualized eroticism and the occultation of 

love go hand in hand with mystical and neoplatonic paradigms to motivate and demonstrate 

personal virtue and facilitate spiritual ascent.  How appropriate, or obvious, he implies, that 

the aristoi, both the subjects and audience of the great courtly love tradition and most 

medieval romances, would lend their name to the medical description of erotika pathemata.  

For, as we have seen, the technical or pneumatalogical description of amor hereos in every 

way mirrors the platonic spiritual ascent in that the natural, female body that is desired cannot 

satisfy that desire (here, because it is not given for consummation, or refuses to reciprocate 

satisfactorily or to the same degree), and so is hypostasized by phantasy, disconnected from 

the particular body of the woman and transfigured into the transcendental form of the desired 

good which continually draws and withdraws, entices and banishes away.  The notion that 

love melancholy afflicts the socially and intellectually elite, in particular, survives well into 

the seventeenth century.  In his magisterial meditation, The Anatomy of Melancholy (New 

York: NYRB, 2001), Robert Burton claims that lovesickness is rightly characterized as 

“Heroicall because commonly Gallants, Noblemen and the most generous spirits are 

possessed with it.”  Those so afflicted, he adds, are often “young and lusty, in the flower of 

their yeares, nobly descended, high fed, such as live idly and at ease” (iii.56). 
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appearance.  Here, against the idolatry of the image, is true similitude: “Your beloved, she is 

like this!”289     

These views survive well into the seventeenth century in the work of notable figures 

like Robert Burton and Jacques Ferrand.  Where Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy 

emphasizes affective description and literary meditation on love melancholy in the mode of 

natural philosophy, Jacques Ferrand’s 1623, Erotomania, seeks to diagnose and treat the 

condition of lovesickness in the mode of a medical treatise, ala de Gordon:  

My chiefest purpose is, to prescribe some remedies for the prevention of this disease 

of Love, which those men for the most part are subject unto, that have not the power to  

governe their desires, and subject them to Reasons Lawes: seeing that this unchast 

Love proves oftentimes the Author of the greatest Mischiefes that are in the world.290   

                                                           
289 Or as Donne’s speaker will later put it in “Love’s Alchemy,” “Hope not for mind in 

women; at their best / Sweetness and wit, they'are but mummy, possess'd.”  Indeed, the 

language of ‘possession’ is more appropriate than Donne’s cynical speaker may intend, given 

the number of early modern manuals published on controlling the insatiable feminine appetite.  

Because the feminine appetite is conceived of as insatiable, it becomes exceedingly 

impossible for there to be true reciprocity in relationships, since feminine desire is both 

irrational and limitless.  This leads quite naturally to the language of the manuals about the 

prerogative of the rational male to control the female for her own good.  In her 1616 book of 

advice, The Mother’s Blessing, Dorothy Leigh writes,  

Encourage women not to be ashamed to show their infirmities but to give men the first  

and chief place . . . and because we must needs confess that sin entered by us into our 

posterity let us show how careful we are to seek Christ to cast it out of us and our 

posterity and how fearful we are that our sin should sink any of them to the lowest 

parts of the earth.  (16, 39-41) 

To keep a woman from her own mythic and discrete tendencies to give control of herself, in 

her natural passivity, to untoward agents and desires, and to arrest the mythic paradigm that 

has infected and may again infect her posterity with the sin that leads to eternal judgment, it 

becomes the responsibility of the honorable male to possess, as it were, the passive female 

body.  The honorable woman, Leigh insists, invites this arrangement by revealing and not 

concealing her infirmities of mind and body without shame, inasmuch as they simply describe 

woman’s natural, postlapsarian condition: your beloved, yes, but also your mother, your 

sister, your daughter—they are all like this.   
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Yet both Burton and Ferrand recoup the logic and even the detail of Bernard’s “menstrual 

cure” in their catalogues of remedy.  Ferrand prepares his topic, stating how “[b]y probable 

sounding arguments it must be proved that what [the lovesick man] finds attractive is, in the 

judgment of those who see better, actually ugly and deformed.”291  Emphasizing the role of 

the psyche and imagination in such treatments, Burton adds in the same section on the 

menstrual cure John Chrysostom’s disturbing suggestion of a mental dissection of the image 

of the beloved: “Take her skinne from her face, and thou shalt see all loathsomenesse under it, 

that beauty is a superficial skinne . . . within she is full of filthy fleame, stinking, putride, 

excrementall stuffe.”292  This peeling away of artifice and allure is never described in reverse.  

That is, though Burton, in particular, will allow for the sophisticated, philosophical form of 

melancholy to be an affliction shared by well-bred men as well as women, the catalogue of 

treatments are almost uniformly coded for male sufferers.   

This is true even when cures might be seen to be patently ironic.  For example, in the 

penultimate chapter of Ferrand’s Erotomania, titled, Chirurgicall Remedies for Love-

Melancholy, Ferrand recommends the practice of blood-letting as a means of relieving the 

melancholic body of its excessive humoral buildup.  This is perfectly reasonable given the 

logic of the humoral system and the need to regulate a desire that has been inflamed by the 

beloved’s phantastic and monstrous invasion of the blood stream.  Ferrand summarizes, 

“Phlebotomy makes those that are sad, Merry: appeaseth those that are Angry: and keeps 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
290 Quoted in Leslie Dawson, Lovesickness and Gender in Early Modern English Literature. 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 197. 

 
291 Ibid. 

 
292 Burton, Anatomy of Melancholy, iii.226. 
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Lovers from running Mad.”  Yet the fact that “blood-letting,”293 one of Ferrand’s key 

“surgical” remedies, performs on the male body a type of curative menstruation, goes 

unremarked.  The difference, it would seem, lies in the fact that the re-regulating of an 

incontinent male body involves the voluntary imposition of an event that for the female body 

is the involuntary demonstration of her incontinent (read: irrational) nature.   

Spenser could choose no more deliberate way to confront and invert this view of 

lovesickness and the feminine than by associating heroic and ultimately sacred lovesickness 

with the onset of menstruation in the life of a young maid.294  Britomart herself is so 

accustomed to the traditional classification of the feminine she assumes her affliction 

indicates a “shamefull [lust]” on the level of Myrrhe, Biblis, and Pasiphae (III.ii.41).  It is 

Glauce who first confronts these notions, attempting to persuade Britomart not to read her 

desires or menstruation as “filthy lust” nor to make “such [a] Monster of [her] minde” 

(III.ii.40).  Rational or irrational, providential or narcissistic, sacred or profane, the diagnosis 

and management of the erotic, particularly when the subject is female is inescapably bound up 

with the precarious and often paradoxical management of gender and hierarchy in the age.  

For this reason, Spenser does not allow an accurate diagnosis to do more than initiate 

Britomart’s quest, since the challenge of erotic suffering is to continually negotiate and 

manage its forms and effects.  The question of management, or remedy, is not resolved by 

diagnoses but by trial and action.      
                                                           
293 What Merlin later evokes when he refers to ordinary physicians and their “leetch-craft.” 

 
294 Consider III.ii.39.1-5:  

Sithen it hath infixed faster hold  

Within my bleeding bowels, and so sore  

Now ranckleth in this same fraile fleshly mould, 

That mine entrails flow with poisonous gore, 

And the’vlcer growth daily more and more. 
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Redeeming Love from Magic 

Spenser has already intimated that any question of understanding and managing the 

psycho-somatic pathology of erotic suffering must necessarily involve not only an 

understanding of the connection between religious faith and desire but an understanding of the 

connection between magic and desire.  The complex interrelation between visible image and 

invisible effects, between choice and compulsion, which we have already seen in Britomart’s 

encounter with the mirror, together with the deep theological connection between image and 

idolatry, suggest that the erotic, the magical, and the theological are not always easily 

disentangled.  This is so because though magic and religious faith represent entirely divergent 

orders of meaning, they compete for the same terrain, namely, accounting for and managing 

human experience.  Disentangling magic from religion thus becomes central to disentangling 

the destructive from the constructive form of lovesickness.  This is most evident in the series 

of erotic trials Britomart undergoes in the House of Busirane, an episode that at first blush 

appears superfluous but which becomes the central test in Britomart’s quest for Arthegall.   

Before we turn to the House of Busirane, though, we must return to Merlin’s house, 

for Britomart is not the only altered paradigm on display there.  Merlin as prophetic 

interpreter is not as obvious an instrument for directing a providentialist Christian narrative as 

he may seem.295  We ought to recall, for example, that Glauce rushes Britomart to Merlin not 

                                                           
295 The question of magic in the Faerie Queene, and the ends to which it is applied, is of 

course a massive one.  Beginning with A. Bartlett Giamatti, a comparison is often made 

between the magician, malevolent or benevolent, and the poet.  In this reading Archimago is 

the bad poet, conjuring a perverse and misleading art, and Merlin is “the poet par excellence,” 

exhibiting “true reflections” toward beneficent ends.  Play of Double Senses: Spenser’s 
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only because other remedies have failed but because the medium that initiated Britomart’s 

suffering was the magic mirror Merlin “had deuiz’d / By his deepe science, and hell-dreaded 

might” (III.ii.18.6-7).  Both in the literary tradition he represents and in the way Spenser 

presents him, Merlin is an ambivalent figure, engaging in magic that seems at times white, at 

times black, mindful of the Christian God but not necessarily submitted to his absolute rule.   

Our introduction to Merlin’s home, for example, invokes the descent to hell so common in 

traditional epic.  It is said to be a  

dreadfull place . . . an hideous hollow cave . . . 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

“Faerie Queene” (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1975), 119.  James Nohrnberg makes 

a similar case regarding Archimago, in particular, but elaborating the analogy between 

conjuration and poetic art to include the poetic imagination more generally, which implies the 

imagination, or fancy, and its operations, even for Spenser’s readers.  See The Analogy of 

“The Faerie Queene” (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976).  Harry Berger is more 

pointed, arguing Archimago’s magic “[lays] bare the unavoidably idolatrous basis” of 

Spenser’s “allegorical project.”  See Harry Berger Jr., “Archimago: Between Text and 

Countertext,” Studies in English Literature 43.1 (Winter 2003): 35.  William Blackburn, on 

the other hand, vindicates Merlin as “one of Spenser’s most powerful images of the true, god-

like poet.”  See “Spenser’s Merlin” Renaissance and Reformation NS 4 (1980): 189-190.  

More germane to this essay, though, is Genevieve Guenther’s “Spenser’s Magic, or 

Instrumental Aesthetics in the 1590 ‘Faerie Queene,’ 36.2 (Spring 2006): 194-226.  Guenther 

argues that “[t]he art of Spenser’s magic is less mimetic than it is instrumental,” rooting her 

understanding of magic “in light of the historical reality that magic was a living cultural 

practice in early Modern England”:  

In this historical context Spenser represents the poet as a demonic conjurer in The 

Faerie Queene because he situates his own poetic endeavor specifically in relation to 

magical practice, and he does so not only because his own aesthetics are explicitly 

instrumental, but also because their claim to instrumentality occupies the same 

discursive field as magical claims to occult efficacy. 

See Guenther, “Spenser’s Magic,” 196.  While my treatment of the magical emphasizes in 

greater detail the theory of magic current in Spenser’s time, Guenther’s delineation of the 

relationship between the demonic, magic, and instrumentality during the English Renaissance, 

in particular, helpfully foregrounds the distinction I will finally make between magical faith 

and religious faith, yet in a more historicist key.  Additionally, the way in which “wonder” 

emerges in Guenther’s treatment as a way of distinguishing between the instrumental arts of 

the poets and the demonic arts of magicians has several affinities with my own argument for 

thaumazein as a neutral experience that requires interpretation, and as such can easily be co-

opted or oriented to diverse ends.  
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low vnderneath the ground, 

In a deepe delue, farre from the vew of day, 

That of no liuing wight he mote be found, 

When so he counseld with his sprights encompast round. 

     (III.iii.7.6-9) 

Among the “thousand sprights” encircling this “balefull Bowre” are the “cruell Feendes” 

Merlin has enslaved to build a “brasen wall,” their “huge toile” casting up above the dark 

hollow “such ghastly noyse of yron chaines,” “brasen Caudrons,” “great grones, and grieuous 

stownds.”  Merlin’s place as a magician residing in a pagan borderland, both capable and 

willing to manipulate lower creatures through occult and automatic, self-directed power, does 

not, in other words, lead us to assume that he will also operate as an interpreter for the 

Christian God and a guide to religious devotion.  By giving Merlin a religious role in the 

progress of Britomart, Spenser is deliberately, and conspicuously, distinguishing between the 

eros that afflicts Britomart and the magic Merlin wields: the clanging noise of the shackled 

demons and the sobs that rise from the young maid’s breast proceed from two different orders 

of meaning.  

We might argue instead that the scene at Merlin’s house illustrates a transfer between 

a medical, mechanical, or magical faith—what the nurse requests and what Merlin excels at 

—to a prescription requiring religious faith.  Britomart is not set free from the bond of love 

that has caused the wound she carries; instead, she is directed toward the cause of that wound.  

Locally, this is Arthegall, but more broadly, as Merlin makes explicit, this is the Christian 

God and his providential narrative.  She is exhorted by Merlin to see in her desire for one her 

desire for the other.  Merlin’s medicine is not magic but an exhortation to religious faith and 
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devotion.  It does not seek to force Britomart’s will, but it does encourage her to pursue the 

path of her erotic suffering, precisely because the erotic is the story of religious faith, not a 

means to other ends.   

Where many church fathers and mystics had affirmed the inward journey of the soul to 

God as an erotic quest of singular devotion, the means described for this transcendent, 

pseudo-platonic pilgrimage were practices like meditation, self-abnegation, and silence.  In 

Protestant thinking, however, a return to scriptural language and practice more and more 

located the erotic journey to God within the ordinary, secular means of grace, chief among 

them common marriage.  Quoting, in part, from the etiological description of marriage in 

Genesis 2, St. Paul explains the erotic shape and meaning of ordinary marriage, saying, 

“‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two 

shall become one flesh.’  This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and 

the church.”  In other words, in the same way Merlin exhorts Britomart, the apostle exhorts 

the church in Ephesus that the ordinary story of spousal love participates, fundamentally, if 

mysteriously, in the spiritual story of divine love.  “Mystery,” here, describes not a magical 

correspondence or coercive knowledge but the knowledge religious faith only apprehends 

through devotion, in part, over time, “as in a mirror, dimly.”   

The religious and prophetic function of Merlin in the dark hollow is contrasted sharply 

later in Book III with the coercive and enslaving work of the magician Busirane in the latter’s 

dungeon of erotic subjugation.  Central to Britomart’s exceptionality as an erotic subject is her 

climactic liberation of Amoret from the malignant chains of Busirane. The scene of Amoret’s 

erotic subjugation and torture is, moreover, Spenser’s clearest treatment of the relationship 

between the platonic schema of eros and its magical manipulation through vincula.  That this 
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unfolds as Britomart’s quest, and is the climax of the Book of Chastity, is Spenser’s clearest 

subversion of both that schema of eros and its conventional instrumentalization by masculine 

power.  The pivotal scene is an allegorical liberation of eros from magic and the magical 

paradigm of masculine abuse by means of the Christian theory of love epitomized in 

Britomart’s quest. 

We have seen the physiology of eros and the ultimately material connection between 

persons, perception, rumination, and obsession.  So it should be no great stretch to see the 

way in which the magical is implicitly tied to the erotic through these types of invisible bonds 

and connections: as with the erotic, magic is understood as a “phantasmic experience carried 

out through the spiritual channels . . . magic makes use of the continuity between the 

individual pneuma and the cosmic one.”296  In effect, magic seeks to harness and manipulate 

the hierarchy of astral/material bonds described in the analogical theory of macrocosm-

microcosm.  That is, the magical involves a double-action that “leads to the cosmization of 

man and to the anthropomorphization of the universe.”297     

Just to the extent that amor hereos results from a failure of reciprocity understood as 

an actual, if invisible, severance of the consubstantial intimacy between lover and beloved, so 

it is also the severance of the reciprocity—the bonds of correspondence and continuity—

between the lover as microcosm and the macrocosm itself.  Understood medically-cum-

magically, amor hereos marks the failure of an individual to correspond with, or to be ordered 

analogically and materially according to the actual continuities and bonds of reality itself:  

                                                           
296 Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 23. 

 
297 Ibid., 23.  
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The phantasm that monopolizes the soul is the image of the object.  Now, since man is 

soul, the “phantasm is henceforth the soul.  It follows that the subject, bereft of his soul, is no 

longer a subject: the phantasmic vampire has devoured it internally.”298  This may go some 

way in explaining the urgent and extreme concern Bernard de Gordon admits to in his journal, 

for a person so disordered psycho-somatically is quite literally out of joint with the cosmos.  

Absolute mania and then death are his inevitable future if his soul is conclusively displaced, 

dissolved, and devoured by the vampiric (because unreciprocating) image of love’s object.  

The magical relies on a notion of reciprocity understood as an automatic principle of inverse 

action, not a voluntary assent of the will.   

In effect, magic is based on a theory of order that is mathematical, whose equations 

are reciprocal and transitive.  According to this theory, the presence of eros is the presence of 

desire and the compulsory need for satisfaction.  And since the substance of the erotic process 

and the substance of the magical process are the same universal pneuma, the erotic and the 

magical become almost indistinguishable actions for many thinkers, especially the 

Neoplatonists.  Ficino is explicit:  

The whole power of Magic is founded on Eros.  The way Magic works is to bring 

things together through their inherent similarity.  The parts of this world, like the 

limbs [that is to say, the organs] of the same animal, all depend on Eros, which is one; 

they relate to each other because of their common nature.  Similarly, in our body the 

brain, the lungs, the heart, liver, and other organs interact, favor each other, inter-

communicate and feel reciprocal pain.  From this relationship is born Eros, which is 

common to them all; from this Eros is born their mutual rapprochement, wherein 

resides true Magic.299    

 

                                                           
298 Ibid., 31. 

 
299 Ibid., 87. 
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Like calls out to like because likeness itself is understood not as an emblem but as an actual, 

sympathetic relationship. 

From the start of the episode at the house of Busirane, we find the virgin Amoret’s 

would-be lover (indeed, her husband), Scudamore, is incapable even of attempting her 

liberation: 

Sith powre of hand, nor skill of learned brest, 

Ne worldly price cannot redeeme my deare, 

   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

For he the tyrant, which her hath in ward 

By strong enchauntments and blacke Magicke leare, 

Hath in a dungeon deepe her close embard, 

       (III.xi.16.3-8) 

Scudamore’s failure to fulfill the terms of masculine virtue is a direct result of the success of 

masculine vice, in the guise of the tyrant, Busirane.  For Spenser, the masculine ideology of 

classical romance is itself the first paradox, of which the paradoxical ideology of the feminine 

is only the necessary byproduct.  Amoret’s enslavement to Busirane, whose name has been 

interpreted as “Busy-reign”: the tyranny of the “male imagination seeking to dominate 

woman’s will by art,”300 prevents Scudamore before he has begun.  The flames of hell and 

lust bar his way to the house (“he could not pas” [III.ix.27.2]) not only because they are part 

of Busirane’s dark enchantments, but because, as we later discover, Scudamore’s 

                                                           
300 See the footnote to stanza 10 in Spenser: The Faerie Queene, ed. A.C. Hamilton (New 

York: Routledge, 2014), 390. 
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unconsummated marriage to Amoret itself was the result of coercion.301  Inasmuch as the fires 

of lust and male tyranny prohibit Scudamore’s exercising masculine, chivalric virtue, we 

might say that the door to loving union, or re-union, is, for Scudamore, locked from both 

sides.  Scudamore’s instrumentalized and coercive attempt at eros aligns him with the very 

tyranny and magical mode of enslavement he seeks to destroy.   

What Scudamore’s failure to liberate Amoret makes implicit, Busirane’s magic makes 

explicit.  In De vinculis in genere (“Of bonds in general”) Giordano Bruno takes up the idea 

of eros as magic and its manipulation with breathtaking bluntness, calling the magician 

animarum venator, the “hunter of souls” who seeks to enchain the individual group or mass 

via the discernment and expert manipulation and creation of vinculum, bonds which for 

human beings must pass between the universal spirit and sense impression, once again, 

through the medium of phantasy: “there is nothing in the intellect that was not previously 

perceived by the senses [quod prius non fuerit in sensu], and there is nothing which, coming 

from the senses, can reach the intellect without the intermediary of phantasy.”302  And again, 

“Phantasy is true, it operates in actuality, it can really influence its object.”303  For Bruno the 

power of magic and automatic manipulation functions precisely as the formalist rhetoric we 

have been tracing through this study, only now the domain of symbolic language is expanded 

                                                           
301 See the plain contradiction between Arthur’s claim that “all knights” should honor and 

protect the right of women to choose freely whom they will love: “That of their loues choise 

they might freedom clame, / And in that right should by all knights be shielded” (IV.ix.37.8-

9).  Then note in Scudamoree’s story, “[Amoret] often prayd, and often me besought, / 

Sometime with tender teares to let her goe, / Sometime with witching smyles: but yet for 

nought, / That euer she to me could say or doe, / Could she her wished freedome fro me 

wooe” (IV.x.57.1-5).  

 
302 Gordano Bruno, De Magia, XLIII.III, quoted in Couliano, . 

 
303 Ibid., 683. 
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to include every object and idea in heaven and on earth.304  If E.B. Tylor’s statement on magic 

can be taken as axiomatic, that magic is the taking of an ideal connection for a real 

connection, it should not surprise us that Bruno’s theory of magic is grounded in a 

fundamental, if materialist, Platonism:  

[I]n every production, there must be present a similarity and a form of the same 

species.  Just as a house or a garment results from a model in the maker’s mind in the 

case of artefacts, likewise, in the productions of nature, a species of things is generated 

and defined by the exemplar, which is distinctive of the matter which generates the 

form . . . [I]t is clear that the entire cause of the differences [in forms of life] is due to 

an idea, which is generally present everywhere in nature, and which is later limited to 

this or that species, depending on whether one or other species resembles the idea 

more.  As a result, any magician who wishes to carry out his work in accordance with 

nature must especially understand this ideal principle and how it applies specifically to 

species, numerically to numbers and individually to individuals.  From this, he 

formulates an image and the proportions of the matter so formed, and with good 

reasons reinforces the result with the wisdom and power of his magic.  Many also 

bring about cures and injuries by connecting symbols with particular components or 

by appealing to those who communicate with or take part in curing or destructive 

forces.305 

 

Whether for purposes curative or destructive, magical faith pictures the world as a great 

machine, as a macrocosm and microcosm substantively unified, tethered not by metaphorical 

but by actual bonds: 

[M]atter itself, in its bosom, is the beginning of all forms, such that things originate 

and are produced from it; it is not a pure negation, as if all things originated from the 

outside as foreigners; indeed, outside of the bosom of matter there are no forms; 
                                                           
304 Consider Ficino: “Plato is right in his concept of the world as a machine constructed in 

such a way that celestial things have, on earth, a terrestrial state, and likewise that terrestrial 

things have, in the heavens, a celestial dignity.  In the secret life of the world and in the mind 

(mens), queen of the world [regina mundi], there are celestial things endowed with vital and 

intellective attributes and with excellence.  Moreover, that confirms the principle of magic, 

which enanbles mento attract to themselves celestial presences by means of inferior things 

utilized at ooportune moments and corresponding to higher things [per inferior . . . 

superioribus consentanea posse ad homines temporibus opportunis caelestia quodammodo 

trahi]. 

 
305 Giordano Bruno, Cause, Principal and Unity: And Essays on Magic (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), 112-13. 
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rather, all forms are both latent within it and are derived from it.  Consequently, for 

anyone who considers bonds at the social level and in their full meaning, it should be 

clear that in every material thing or part of matter, in every individual or particular 

thing, all seeds are contained within and lie hidden there, and, as a result, the 

inclinations of all bonds can be actuated by a skillful effort.306   

 

The world itself and all its possible forms, are, in this Lucretian sense, actually latent in every 

particular, material thing, as in a million different mirrors.  Accordingly, there can be no 

action, no process, no sequence of cause and effect that finally operates outside the myriad 

chains [vinculi] that bind everything to everything, since everything at the “seed” level, 

corresponds in one way or another, to one degree or another, to everything else: 

[M]agicians take it as axiomatic that, in all the panorama before our eyes, God acts on 

the gods; the gods act on the celestial or astral bodies, which are divine bodies; these 

act on the spirits who reside in and control the stars, one of which is the earth; the 

spirits act on the elements, the elements on the compounds, the compounds on the 

senses; the senses on the soul, and the soul on the whole animal.  This is the 

descending scale.307  

What is unique, however, in Bruno’s theory, and where he departs from Ficino,308 is 

the extent to which this descending scale can be reversed in the path of ascent, not through 

platonic contemplation of the forms or the love of the good, but through mastery and 

manipulation of magical processes from a dispassionate position.  By rendering material the 

hierarchical concept of the great chain of being so prevalent in Platonic and Christian thought 

                                                           
306 Ibid., 172. 

 
307 Ibid., 108. 

 
308 Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 107. 
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from late antiquity through the middle ages, this theory of magic effectively simplifies and 

makes amenable to manipulation any form and relationship the human mind can discern.   

 Where Scudamore’s attempts to coerce love may have blocked his quest, Britomart’s 

willingness to intercede in his place with nothing to gain from the exchange opens the way 

through the fiery veil.  This selfless offering demonstrates a love that is neither crude lust nor 

self-serving piety.  That Britomart’s greatest trial of love unfolds from an act that does not on 

the surface appear to be a thing which to herself “appertayned” is all to this point: Amoret is 

Britomart’s goal but not her possession, since to attempt to possess love is to tyrannize and 

enslave it, to render eros a means rather than an end in itself.  In order to progress toward her 

particular beloved, Arthegall (both Arthur’s equal and her own), Britomart must participate 

self-sacrificially in love’s story rather than attempt to possess it for herself.  As she says to 

Scudamore before attempting the wall of enchanted flames, “I will with proofe of last 

extremity, / Deliver her fro thence, or with her for you dy” (III.xi.18.8-9).  This self-sacrifice 

is what Scudamore calls a “huge heroicke magnanimity”: “[W]hat coudst thou more, / If shee 

were thine, and thou as now am I?” (III.xi.19.2, 3-4).  Yet Britomart’s selfless substitution, 

unbeknownst to Scudamore, is also the substitution of feminine virtue and control for 

masculine virtue and control, or the assumption of the latter by the former in a way that 

disrupts the strict ideology and instrumental hierarchy well before Britomart ever faces 

Busirane’s special vinculum.  She offers herself as a living sacrifice and ransom for Amoret 

the moment she crosses the fiery veil. 

 Draped across the walls of the first room Britomart enters are tapestries depicting 

“Cupids warres:” “And cruell battailes, which he whilome fought / Gainst all the Gods, to 

make his empire great” (III.xi.29.5, 6-7).  These “huge massacres” include dozens of 
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infamous scenes of rape in Greco-Roman mythology, displaying the coercive and calamitous 

rule of unchecked lust over even the higher metaphysical beings of antiquity.  In addition to 

the violent dominance of eros in the spiritual world of classical romance, what this ekphrastic 

hall of horrors asserts is the way in which erotic manipulation is bound up with perception.  

Most famously, Jove conquers his victims through “strange disguize” and “deceipt.”  Yet 

even the tapestries themselves, we are told, “seemed by their semblaunt [to] entreat.”  Like 

Aeneas before the reliefs of the Trojan War in the temple of Dido, Britomart herself is not 

immune to the compulsive power the scenes of eros’ wars exert on her desires through the 

medium of sight.   

This erotic and ekphrastic chain tightens further when she comes upon the chief 

representation of the disorienting power of eros’ rule, the altar to Cupid: “A wounded Dragon 

under him did ly” with an arrow in each eye, “That no man forth might draw, ne no man 

remedye.”   Above the astonished dragon stands blind Cupid clutching his bow and firing, 

“randomly.”  Like the dragon, Britomart is struck (again) through the eye: 

That wondrous sight faire Britomart amazd, 

Ne seeing could her wonder satisfie, 

But euermore and more upon it gazd, 

The whiles the passing brightnes her fraile sences dazd. 

            (III.xi.49.6-9) 

The compulsive power of unchecked lust so floods Britomart’s senses through the visual 

organ she begins to act out the name of the tyrant whose house she has entered, casting her 

“busie eye” back and forth over the “secret” details of the perverse chamber.  This wonder is 

so thoroughly disorienting that Britomart finds herself enticed by scenes of female rape and 
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abuse, the very depiction of perverse masculine rule her exceptional virtues of chastity and 

strength (faites d’armes) have repeatedly repelled and undermined.  That she is still struggling 

in medias res against the disorienting powers of undirected desire and the magical 

manipulations of male power demonstrates that her love is not a thing fully or finally formed 

simply because of the providentialist and prophetic insight she received from Merlin.  Like 

Odysseus on the island of Calypso, Britomart must resist worshipping at Cupid’s altar, 

making thaumazein an end in itself and so annihilating her quest and nostos.   

The erotic trials of lust and are central to the establishment of spiritual selfhood and 

Christian love inasmuch as lust is, scripturally, always a form of idolatry, the mistaking of a 

false image of love for the thing itself.  We are told, for example, concerning the altar to 

Cupid, that  

[A]ll the people in that ample hous 

Did to that image bowe their humble knee, 

And oft committed fowle Idolatree. 

     (III.xi.49.3-5) 

Britomart’s trial of love is not simple, since, as we have seen, the image of lust awakens a 

desire latent in her that almost seems to correspond to the magical theory of Bruno, namely 

that all matter is bound to all other matter and thus manipulable if the right correspondences 

and innate desires are found and acted upon.  The coercive power of lustful desire is also 

affirmed by the New Testament writers, though James distinguishes its source:  

Let no man, when he is tempted, say that he is tempted by God. For God is not a 

tempter of evils, and he tempteth no man. But every man is tempted by his own 
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concupiscence, being drawn away and allured. Then when concupiscence hath 

conceived, it bringeth forth sin. But sin, when it is completed, begetteth death.309 

While lust is latent in the human condition, it is neither initiated nor utilized by God.  This 

means that something like Bruno’s theory of magic would only apply in the Christian vision 

to humankind’s post-lapsarian condition.310  And yet precisely because that condition is being 

redeemed by the person and work of Christ, James exhorts his fellow disciples that one is 

“Blessed . . . that endureth temptation; for when he hath been proved, he shall receive a crown 

of life, which God hath promised to them that love him.”311  If selfless love of the one true 

God is the goal of the spiritual quest, the worship of brute desire and coercive love is its 

antithesis, but it is an antithesis that nevertheless precedes the redeemed condition and so 

must be overcome through trial.  Magical faith must be converted to religious faith; love must 

be redeemed from mechanism.   

As Britomart enters the second room, we see what we have come to expect, that the 

tyranny of eros over the mind, via the disorientation of the senses through the medium of the 

eye renders love not only compelling or disorienting but truly monstrous.  The room is 

enameled in pure gold: 

Wrought with wilde Antickes, which their follies playd, 

In the rich metall, as they liuing were: 

A thousand monstrous formes therein were made, 
                                                           
309 Jas. 1:13-15. 

 
310 Paul’s description of this unredeemed condition is stark: “And you, when you were dead in 

your offences, and sins” (Eph. 2:1).  This inanimate depiction renders sin not only the cause 

of such deadness, but sees deadness as the manner in which one participates in sin, utterly 

pliable to its advances and compulsions, unresisting as a leaf floating downstream.  

    
311 Jas. 1:12. 



203 
 

Such as false love doth oft vpon him weare, 

For loue in thousand monstrous formes doth oft appeare. 

              (III.xi.51.5-9)       

The tyranny of the visual is made complete in the second room, where gold is not a mere 

ornamentation or glittering distraction, as when we find it woven into the threads of the Green 

Knight’s ensemble, but is here the very substance of false love’s form.  In the chamber of 

monstrous love, all is gilding.  Significantly, it is language that keeps Britomart from being 

bound by the very chains she has come to break.  The verbal slogans above each door disrupt 

her enslavement to the images of desire because they require deciphering and so foreground 

interpretation and intellection.  Though she is unsure of their precise meaning at first, merely 

engaging the words is enough to awaken her from the sensory stupor of lust’s lotus fruit, 

remind her of her purpose, and see her progress.312   

In the third and final room, we have the final test, the spectacle “[o]f some Theatre,” 

the masque of Cupid.  But Britomart is resolved: 

   That brasen dore flew open, and in went  

Bold Britomart, as she had late forecast, 

Nether of ydle showes, nor of false charmes aghast. 

     (III.xii.29.7-9)  

Waiting patiently, unaffected by the elaborate pantomime, Britomart eventually witnesses the 

parade of figures vanish, revealing Amoret, alone, in chains: 
                                                           
312 Iris Hill has shown how the origin of the phrase over one of these doors, “Be Bold, Be not 

too bold,” comes from Ovid’s myth of Venus and Adonis, in particular Venus’ warning to 

Adonis, and argues that the phrase is linked with and foreshadowed by Merlin’s exhortation to 

Britomart not to be dismayed by “The hard begin, that meets thee in the dore.”  See Iris 

Tillman Hill, “Britomart and Be Bold, Be Not Too Bold,” ELH 38, no. 2 (June 1971): 173-

187.  
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          [T]hat same woefull Lady, both whose hands 

   Were bounden fast, that did her ill become, 

   And her small waste girt rownd with yron bands, 

   Vnto a brasen pillour, by the which she stands. 

                (III.xii.30.6-9) 

   And her before the vile Enchaunter sate, 

   Figuring straunge characters of his art, 

   With liuing blood he those characters wrate, 

   Dreadfully dropping from her dying hart, 

   Seeming transfixed with a cruell dart, 

   And all perforce to make her him to loue. 

   Ah who can loue the worker of her smart? 

   A thousand charmes he formerly did proue; 

   Yet thousand charmes could not her stedfast hart remoue. 

             (III.xii.31) 

 

Before her stands Busirane, “the vile Enchaunter,” tracing magical symbols in Amoret’s own 

blood, attempting to literally remove her heart from her chest, “to make her him to love.”  Yet 

her heart does not yield to his “thousand charmes” for “who can love the worker of her 

smart?”  As a symbol of pure (spousal) love, Amoret cannot be compelled by this dark “art.”  

This also reminds us why her marriage to Scudamore, which began with coercion, remains 

unconsummated, and why Scudamore is unable to redeem her.  Busirane’s abduction of 

Amoret should be seen, in other words, as the culmination, rather than the interruption, of 

Scudamore’s having won Amoret through trial and having seized her against her will.  The 

occultation of love that motivates traditional chivalric romance—winning the ideal female 

object by male force and seizure—is entirely of a piece with the logic of magical 

manipulation through automatic, unilateral arts.  Busirane is not Scudamore’s opponent, he is 

his dark double, the apotheosis of male hierarchy.  But for Spenser, love is not a species of the 

occult, it is historical and reciprocal or it is nothing at all.  So, exhausted from torture, 

encircled in Busrinae’s chains, and bleeding from a “dying hart,” Amoret cannot succumb to 

Busirane’s vinculum because Christian, spousal love simply does not believe in coercion. 
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Bruno’s theory of magic, even more than Plato’s rationalist philosophy, demands of its 

practitioner a sensational detachment and austerity to resist his own susceptibility to eros, the 

strongest chain of all:  

Love is the foundation of all emotions.  He who loves nothing has nothing to fear, to 

hope, to boast of, to dare, to scorn, to accuse, to excuse himself for, to humiliate 

himself for, to rival, to lose his temper over.  In short, he cannot be affected in any 

way.313   

The magician must be a master of phantasmic conjuring and of the emotional states of his 

subjects while being neutral and emotionless.  Yet it is this very removal, or dislocation, of 

Busirane from anything like equitable communion, or reciprocal love, his rendering of 

Amoret a pure object, that simultaneously makes it impossible for her, as an allegorical 

depiction of spousal love, to yield to him.  It is also the very thing that makes it possible for 

Britomart to intervene.  After navigating the hypnotic enchantments of tapestries, sculptures, 

and a parade of licentious shades, Britomart now sees Amoret as the one thing actual in the 

whole house, a pure subject, not merely an extension of self or selfish desire.  

Since religious faith and historical love are incompatible with magical faith and the 

occultation of love, the forced union breaks down from within.  This, at last, reveals the 

crucial distinction between magic and religious faith.  Faith seeks to conform its thought and 

behavior to an external good and to turn from an objective evil, recognizing what is righteous 

and resisting what is heretical, seeking ultimately to convert rather than manipulate.  Magic 

views all beliefs and ideologies as indistinguishable except as to method and effect.  In other 

words, faith can draw a distinction between itself and magic, while magic cannot: “[F]or 

                                                           
313 Quoted in Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 97. 
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Bruno, there is only one sacrosanct principle, only one truth, and that is: everything is 

manipulable, there is absolutely no one who can escape intersubjective relationships, whether 

these involve a manipulator, a manipulated person, or a tool.”314  This is why Bruno 

ultimately declares all faiths, any faith, regardless of intent or belief—to the extent that they 

are effective—magical.  It is also why every ornament in the house of Busirane, ever tapestry, 

sculpture, and figure dissolves once Britomart directs Busirane to “restore [Amoret] vnto her 

health, and former state”:  

 Anon she gan perceiue the house to quake, 

  And all the dores to rattle round about; 

  Yet all that did not her dismaied make, 

  Nor slack her threatfull hand for daungers dout, 

  But still with stedfast eye and courage stout, 

  Abode to weet, what end would come of all. 

  At last that mightie chaine, which round about 

  Her tender waste was wound, adowne gan fall, 

  And that great brasen pillour broke in peeces small. 

             (III.xii.37) 

 

The breaking of the chain is achieved by its being unsaid, repented of.  And with its 

unwinding, every allurement of the house itself unravels as knots in a single thread:   

[T]hose goodly rowmes, which erst 

  She saw so rich and royally arayd, 

  Now vanisht vtterly, and cleane subuerst 

  She found, and all their glory quite decayd, 

    (III.xii.42.1-4) 

Unable to manifest its claim on Amoret, the entire magical mechanism corrupts.  Its glories 

melt away.  The power of the magical is revealed to be nothing more than the power to 

                                                           
314 Ibid. 



207 
 

deceive.  Britomart is disturbed by this in part because she realizes that her lustful desire 

participated in the myth of the magical and thereby, momentarily, upheld its power.   

The distinction, then, between magical faith and religious faith is not one of degree but 

of kind.  Magical faith claims to guarantee the desired effect under the required conditions 

through the manipulation of desire and self-interest; religious faith surrenders self-interest and 

pursues the good regardless of conditions, accepting whatever outcomes and effects result.  In 

the former case power is located in belief in the magician and the magical correspondences 

the magician describes.  In the case of religious faith, true belief is only conceivable in the 

context of an affective communion with faith’s object, which is not an object in the world but 

a being, wholly other than the world’s objects, with an independent will and mind.  So where 

magical faith’s mode is the detached manipulation of the erotic, religious faith’s mode is 

simple devotion.  Having distinguished love from lust,315 constructive from destructive 

lovesickness, surrender from compulsion, the actual from the symbolic, faith from magic, 

Britomart redeems love.  

 

 

Epilogue 

It is true that having freed love from bad theory, Britomart must still obtain mutuality 

and reciprocity with the person (not the idea or ideal) of Arthegall in order to make love 

historical, but Spenser’s decision to end the Book of Chastity with the liberation of Amoret 

                                                           
315 Judith Anderson points out, “Although Amoret escapes from Lust, her figure continues to 

be compromised in and by the narrative, even while conversely once and forever stellified in 

and by the poet's idealizing, lyric voice, which abruptly and impulsively interrupts his 

narrative during the eighth canto.”  Judith H. Anderson, “Britomart’s Armor,” 87.  
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demonstrates that the center-piece of that eventual union has been learned.  Overcoming that 

which sought to excite her to destructive and subordinationist forms of lovesickness, 

exemplified by Busirane and Scudamor, Britomart has acquired a robust and tested 

understanding of the form of eros she seeks and serves.316  Spenser stages the eventual 

encounter between the two in Book IV on the putatively masculine field, the tournament of 

Satyrane, keeping Britomart disguised beneath her armor to ensure a strict faites d’armes.  

Two contests occur, Britomart winning the first, Arthegall the second: their strength is proven 

equal.  And only as or after it is proven thus does Britomart’s helmet crack open, revealing 

her face to Arthegall for the first time.  In much the same way as Arthegall’s image suddenly 

materialized in Merlin’s mirror and struck Britomart with desire, Arthegall is invaded by a 

reciprocal longing.  But Spenser has situated that shared desire within the context of shared 

strength.   

The evidence of a growing, and complex, range of views regarding hierarchy and 

subordination in marriage following the Protestant Reformation has been found in popular, 

theological, literary, and medical texts in the decades preceding and following Spenser’s 

epic.317  Keith Wrightson’s exploration of the protestant household shows evidence of “the 

                                                           
316 Iris Hill notes the way in which pleasure is not excluded from this purified vision: “Unlike 

Hercules at the crossroads, Britomart finds that the hard, steep road to virtue leads to erotic 

pleasure, but her hunt for Artegall is honorable and heroic and could never bring ‘Death with 

infamie,’ that last straggler in Cupid’s Mask (III.xii.25).”  Hill, “Britomart and Be Bold, Be 

Not Too Bold,” 187. 

 
317 By the 1615, English anatomist Helkiah Crooke could say in his Microcosmographia that 

woman was not qualitatively distinct from man: each had upon them the divine image, each 

was heir of salvation.  Her distinction was strictly a matter of function: “Both these sexes of 

male and female do not differ in the kind as we call it or species, that is in the essential form 

or perfection, but only in some accidents, to wit in temper and in the structure and situation of 

the parts of generation.” Helkiah Crooke, Microcosmographia [In Greek]. A Description of 

the Body of Man. Together with the controversies thereto belonging. Collected and translated 
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private existence of a strong complementary and companionate ethos, side by side with, and 

often overshadowing theoretical adherence to the doctrine of male authority and public female 

subordination.”318  Ian Maclean observes that a more public, theoretical shift, supported by 

practical changes in the lives of the religious, also began to emerge:  

On the question of the status of man in marriage, a shift in emphasis from scholastic to 

Renaissance writing may be discerned.  Woman is created to be not his servant or his 

mistress but his companion; for this reason she is created from his rib, not his foot or 

his head.  The functions of marriage which relate equally to both partners are mutual 

help, companionship and procreation . . . Such a change in perspective is not 

unconnected with doubts expressed about the usefulness of religious celibacy, which 

in English puritan writing, is considered to be an unnatural state.319 

 

In this way, feminine chastity came to be understood not as celibacy, per se, but as a narrative 

culminating in companionate marriage.  We see a similar trajectory underway since the 

earliest moments of the Reformation on the question of female desire, initiated practically by 

the closure of so many monasteries and nunneries and the introduction of married clergy, and 

ideologically by the reappraisal of certain key scripture texts and scholastic tenets.320  But it 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

out of all the best authors of anatomy especially out of Gasper Bauhinus and Andreas 

Laurentius (London: William Jaggard, 1615), 249-50; quoted in Fletcher, Gender, Sex, and 

Subordination, 39. 

   
318 Keith Wrightson, English Society 1580-1680 (London: Routledge, 1982), 92. 

 
319 Ian Maclean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman: A study in the fortunes of scholasticism 

and medical science in European intellectual life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1995), 19.   

 
320 Susan C. Karant-Nunn and Mary E. Wiesner-Hanks have argued that Martin Luther 

exhibited “in his life as in his writings, his understanding of the equal need of both sexes for 

gratification of the flesh.”  And while it is true that Luther does not explicitly “argue against 

the widespread clerical view that women were more highly sexed than men and were often 

responsible for men’s falling into sin, Luther implicitly redistributes the onus of desire until it 

is borne proportionally by both genders.”  See S. C. Karant-Nunn and M. E. Wiesner-Han, 

Luther on Women: A Sourcebook (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 12.  

Responding to the question of the Catholic Church’s prohibition of divorce, for example, 

Luther, writes, “The tyranny of the laws permits no divorce . . . But the woman is free through 



210 
 

would be hard to ignore the foundational role “the effects of Bible reading and literacy [had] 

on protestant women and the protestant family,”321 a practice encouraged by both evangelical 

humanists and reformers.322  The more the scriptural became incarnate in the ordinary lives of 

men and women, the more complex and less subordinationist desire and its place in marriage 

began to be viewed in Spenser’s time, in part because of the central place spousal love is 

given as an ordinary means of grace in the soul’s journey to God.323  The shifts in thinking 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

the divine law and cannot be compelled to suppress her carnal desires.” Quoted in James 

Reston Jr., Luther’s Fortress: Martin Luther and His Reformation Under Siege Reston Jr., 

James. Luther’s Fortress: Martin Luther and His Reformation Under Siege (New York: Basic 

Books, 2015), 223. 

 
321 Maclean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman, 88.  In her study, Women and the Bible in 

Early Modern England: Religious Reading and Writing (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2013), Femke Molekamp elaborates:  

Following the contours of Protestant reading culture, early modern women can be seen 

to engage in a variety of modes of biblical reading; from active, annotative reading, to 

private, meditative; from linear to non-linear approaches, reading typologically, 

providentially, proverbially, and even prophetically.  Indeed we see all of these 

reading practices being harnessed in the tide of female prophetic writing which rose up 

around the [English] civil war.  Yet for a substantial period prior to this public display 

of biblical interpretation, many acts of female devotional reading involved acts of 

writing, or else inspired modes of writing which drew upon these reading structures 

and aims (83). 

 
322 Regarding the evangelical humanists, Maclean comments that “Erasmus in the liminary 

prayer (paraclesis) to his edition of the New Testament in Greek (1516) argues eloquently for 

this, as does Vives in his De institutione foeminae Christianae.”  Maclean, The Renaissance 

Notion of Woman, 20. 

 
323 This complicated correspondence can be traced back to the scriptural sources themselves.  

For example, the analogy St. Paul uses in Ephesians 5 to compare the husband as the head of 

his wife to Christ as the head of the church is intentionally complicated by Paul in at least 

three ways.  First, at the opening of the pericope on marriage Paul’s injunction to husband and 

wife is to form a relationship based on mutual submission: “Be subject to one another out of 

reverence for Christ.”  Insofar as Christ is the true head and Lord of each believer, union in 

marriage comes through a form of mutual submission that acknowledges Christ, not the 

spouse, as the ground of surpassing value, authority, and reverence.  Second, since husbands 

are also members of the church, husbands themselves are members of the bride to whom 

Christ is groom, so a strict 1:1 correspondence between husbands and Christ is unsupportable.  
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about hierarchy and female subordination following the Protestant Reformation made the 

equitable and companionate bonding of Britomart and Arthegall revolutionary but not 

unthinkable.  More than fifty years before the Faerie Queene was written William Tyndale 

had translated these words of St. Paul into the English vernacular: 

Love suffereth long, and is courteous. Love envieth not. Love doth not frowardly, 

swelleth not, dealeth not dishonestly, seeketh not her own, is not provoked to anger, 

thinketh not evil, rejoiceth not in iniquity: but rejoiceth in the truth, suffereth all 

things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth in all things . . .  Now we see in 

a glass even in a dark speaking: but then shall we see face to face. Now I know 

unperfectly: but then shall I know even as I am known.  Now abideth faith, hope, and 

love, even these three: but the chief of these is love.324  

 

For so must all things excellent begin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

Finally, though hierarchy is implied in Paul’s teaching about marriage, the way in which the 

husband is commanded to exhibit his headship or authority in the spousal relationship is not 

through the exertion of power or manipulation for the sake of personal gain or benefit but 

through the voluntary expression of self-sacrificial love: “Husbands, love your wives, as 

Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.”  The entirety of Paul’s teaching on the 

spousal relationship is thus bracketed by an opening directive to mutual submission and a 

concluding evocation of the mysterious purpose and nature of the spousal union itself, which 

“refers to Christ and the church.”  The exact nature of this referential relationship is not made 

any clearer; rather, it is part of the intentionally complex, mysterium tremendum of eros in 

ordinary marriage.  So, we might say, for Saint Paul as well as for Spenser, it is in the very 

interpenetration of the natural and supernatural in marriage, unamenable to simple 

correspondences or brute manipulation, that true wonder lies.    

 
324 1 Cor. 13: 4-13. 
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Chapter Four 

Seeing God: Homecoming in Paradise Lost 

 

“The end then of learning is to repair the ruins of our first parents by regaining to know God 

aright, and out of that knowledge to love him, to imitate him, to be like him, as we may the 

nearest by possessing our souls of true virtue, which being united to the heavenly grace of 

faith makes up the highest perfection.” 

      —John Milton, Of Education 

Shipwrecked among the ruins of Our First Parents, the protagonist of scriptural 

romance must be educated out of error by learning to love, imitate, and be like God, thereby 

attaining to that highest perfection, which is communion with God.  In Paradise Lost, the 

tragedy of humanity’s fall from grace is also the romance of its restoration.  The belief that 

knowledge of God is, or ever was, available as an unmolested operation of the human will is 

to presume human life itself is not embedded in a world already underway and that human 

consciousness and cognition comes into awareness ready-made and unaffected by perception 

or desire.  It not only mistakes the human person for one of those magical creatures of 

abstraction, the noble savage or the mind in a vat, but it also mistakes God as inherently 

evident to his creatures.  For Milton, this attempt at progress without repair only rehearses the 

tragedy of the Fall, bending history into a perfect circle of recurrence.  But Milton’s 

understanding of history is not cyclical, nor is his conception of romance patterned in the 

classical mode, from Ithaca to Ithaca.325  Paradise Lost does not end in tragedy, nor does it 

                                                           
325 Northrop Frye suggests that Milton takes as his model the Aeneid, not the Odyssey, since 

for Milton the cyclical action of Odysseus’ departure and return to Ithaca is not his conception 

of Eden or his epic:  
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end in a return to Eden and the restoration of the status quo, but in Eve and Adam’s leaving 

Eden, never to return.   

The vision of history’s linear and progressive unfolding toward a future other than 

tragic recurrence is given to Adam in Book XII by the archangel Michael.  Culminating in 

Christ’s redemption of humankind, the revelation is so great and unexpected that Adam bursts 

forth with an unsolicited declaration of the felix culpa: 

O goodness infinite, goodness immense! 

That all this good of evil shall produce, 

And evil turn to good; more wonderful 

Than that which by creation first brought forth 

Light out of darkness! Full of doubt I stand 

Whether I should repent me now of sin 

By mee done and occasion’d, or rejoice 

Much more, that much more good thereof shall spring, 

To God more glory, more good will to Men 

From God, and over wrath grace shall abound. 

               (XII.469-78)326  

 

The felix culpa is, first, a spontaneous, creatural celebration327 at the revelation of God’s 

redemption of humankind from the apparent tragedy of history.  In the felix culpa, Adam 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

In the Aeneid there is what from Milton’s point of view is a most important advance in 

this conception of a total cyclical action.  Here the total action begins and ends, not at 

precisely the same point, but at the same point renewed and transformed by heroic 

action itself.  That is, the total action of the Aeneid begins when Aeneas leaves Troy 

collapsing in flames, losing his wife; and it ends with the new Troy established at 

Rome, Aeneas remarried and the household gods of the defeated Troy set up once 

again in a new home.  The end is the beginning as recreated by the heroism of Aeneas.   

Northrop Frye, The Return of Eden (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1965), 14. 

 
326 All quotes from Milton’s corpus, unless otherwise cited, are taken from Merritt Y. Hughes, 

ed., John Milton: Complete Poems and Major Prose (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing 

Company, 2003). 

   
327 It is worth remembering at this point that in Book VII, Raphael had told Adam that the 

human race itself was the result of God bringing “good out of evil” (VII.180-91).  The 

reversal of expectations elicits similar praise from the angelic host as it will later from Adam, 

but with one crucial difference: unlike the faithful angels, Adam participates in and is 
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recognizes God’s goodness, wonder, and power personally.328  Yet the felix culpa operates in 

Paradise Lost not only as a personal expression of relief, but as a fundamental concept that 

provides scriptural romance its necessary conclusion, one in which error is transformed into 

redemption and the threat of tragedy is cancelled.  In The Christian Doctrine, Milton writes, 

The Restoration of Man is the act whereby man, being delivered from sin and death by 

God the Father through Jesus Christ, is raised to a far more excellent state of grace and 

glory than that from which he had fallen.329 

The paradox of the fortunate fall is the understanding that the final condition of redeemed 

humankind is a superior state and intimacy with God than even a restoration to Edenic 

innocence could accomplish.  In his seminal treatment of the subject of the felix culpa, A.O. 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

transformed by the tragedy of rebellion, so his doxology wells up from a place of deep, 

personal relief the angels can neither experience nor imagine. Cf. 1 Peter 1:12.   

 
328 The unavoidably personal character of the felix culpa is what keeps it from having real 

force in the prologue of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, as we noted in Chapter Two, 

where the felix culpa is instead generalized as an explanatory principle to describe the fall and 

rise of empires.  So abstracted, the felix culpa becomes a sine qua non for justifying the status 

quo and of elevating whatever nation is momentarily privileged in the cycles of history to 

attain epic treatment as history’s immediate telos.  As we previously argued, SGGK is 

dedicated to breaking the status quo to which the felix culpa is put to service at the start of the 

poem, precisely by separating an individual out from this world of recurrence and history 

understood in the classical vein as paradigma.  The difficulty Gawain experiences learning to 

accept his own personal history, one marked by error, the unexpected, and painful self-

knowledge, is typified in the moment of his homecoming, when all of that personal 

experience and education is apparently erased by Arthur’s fiat.  The ending of SGGK is abrupt 

and unsatisfying precisely because it is an attempt to evoke the felix culpa without the 

incarnation, to use it as an ending rather than an impetus.  The effect is that Gawain’s own 

relief is never actually voiced; instead, it is the court’s relief, Camelot’s reputation—the status 

quo—that is momentarily redeemed and celebrated.  But the felix culpa is not a principal of 

social order or a justification of empire, it is a personal expression of praise and relief at being 

rescued from perpetual tragedy by an incarnate God.  And scriptural romance is not about 

restoring the status quo but toppling it and opening the future to a new vision.  

  
329 Quoted in William Marshall, “Paradise Lost: Felix Culpa and the Problem of Structure” in 

Modern Language Notes 76.1 (Jan.1961): 15-20. 
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Lovejoy describes the dramatic satisfaction it provides Paradise Lost by appearing “where it 

could heighten the happy final consummation by making the earlier and unhappy episodes in 

the story appear as instrumental to that consummation.”330  Yet Hugh White is right to qualify 

Lovejoy’s treatment of the felix culpa in Paradise Lost, noting that Adam does not unleash an 

unreserved celebration of the role of his own sin in instigating the Christ event, but says, 

instead, “Full of doubt I stand”:  

Such doubt seems more in keeping with the real conclusion of the poem—Lovejoy is a 

little misleading when he suggests that we are offered the felix culpa at the end of 

Paradise Lost.  The last lines of the poem describing the expulsion from Eden must, 

by virtue of their position and their extraordinary power, play a major role in shaping 

our attitude to the Fall.331   

The felix culpa may render the poem dramatically satisfying,332 in other words, but it does not 

erase or absolve Adam and Eve from the uncertain path of personal choice and experience 

that stretches out before them in the final lines.  Adam’s relief is mixed with ambivalence 

because the felix culpa does not eradicate human error or simplify history as much as 

complexify and re-open it as the scene of revelation and redemption.  It does not erase the 

chaos which Michael has already revealed to Adam in the vision of history.  Instead, it reveals 

that what appears to be tragedy is not tragedy but the occasion and operation of choice on the 

                                                           
330 See A.O. Lovejoy, Essays in the History of Ideas (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins 

Press, 1948), 295. 

 
331 See Hugh White, “Langland, Milton, and the Felix Culpa,” The Review of English Studies 

45.179 (Aug., 1994): 337. 

   
332 For William Marshall, the felix culpa is the intellectual climax of the poem, if an emotional 

anticlimax for the reader who has already known to read the first ten books, and especially the 

satanic drama, ironically.  See “Paradise Lost: Felix Culpa and the Problem of Structure,” 16. 
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stage of history.  And it is choice, for Milton, which ultimately renders human life significant, 

because when we choose with providence we choose and enact the divine will in a land of 

contraries, cultivating true virtue and ultimately seeing our redemption.   

The felix culpa provides scriptural romance its proper conclusion because it accepts 

the world in which we find ourselves, one, Milton asserts, where evil and good “grow up 

together almost inseparably,” 333 “as two twins cleaving together,”334: “As . . . the state of man 

now is; what wisdom can there be to choose, what continence forbear without the knowledge 

of evil?”335  For Milton, true virtue is only possible amid the conditions that actually pertain to 

our state: “He that can apprehend and consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, 

and yet abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the true 

warfaring Chritsian.”336  We cannot “repair the ruins of our first parents” and be educated out 

of error by blindly assenting to set forms, whether doctrinal, institutional, or liturgical,337 yet 

the truth does not appear in evident or expected ways, but through paradox and the reversal of 

the status quo, as the incarnation makes vivid: “For who is there almost that measures wisdom 
                                                           
333 See Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the tares in Matt. 13:24-30. 

 
334 Hughes, Milton, 728. 

 
335 Ibid.  Also elaborated in CD I.x. (Hughes, Milton, 993). 

 
336 Ibid., 728. 

 
337 Without the full-blooded exercise of personal discernment and decision, religion, for 

Milton, cannot be a meaningful experience in ordinary life, just another suffocating instance 

of human power and coercion: 

[H]how much consequence to the Christian religion is the liberty, not only of 

winnowing and sifting every doctrine, but also of thinking and even writing respecting 

it, according to our individual faith and persuasion. . . Without this liberty there is 

neither religion nor gospel—force alone prevails,—by which it is disgraceful for the 

Christian religion to be supported.  Without this liberty we are still enslaved, not 

indeed, as formerly, under the divine law, but, what is worst of all, under the law of 

man. 
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by simplicity, strength by suffering, dignity by lowliness?  Who is there that counts it first to 

be last, something to be nothing, and reckons himself of great command in that he is a 

servant?”338  Part of Adam’s wonder at the vision of Christ’s redemption is the nature of that 

redemption, not only its fact.  The paradox of the felix culpa is a recognition of the paradox of 

the incarnation, that truth comes veiled in her opposite.339   

To separate the revelation of God from the appeals and adornments of the idolatrous is 

often to discern what God has said in the face of what we ourselves desire and believe, for 

“[truth’s] first appearance to our eyes bleared and dimmed with prejudice and custom, is more 

unsightly and unplausible than many errors, even as the person is of many a great man slight 

and contemptible to see to.”340  In our natural condition the truth does not appear beautiful but 

repulsive.341  So the trials of truth are trials of obedience, but, for Milton, that means that true 

faith and true virtue cannot avoid the contest of contraries: “I cannot praise a fugitive and 

cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that never sallies out and sees her adversary, 

but slinks out of the race where the immortal garland is to be run for, not without dust and 

                                                           
338 Hughes, Milton, 672. 

 
339 Ibid., 675.  Or again in the Areopagitica: “Assuredly we bring not innocence into the 

world, we bring impurity much rather: that which purifies is trial, and trial by what is 

contrary.” Ibid., 728.   

    
340 Ibid., 748.  Milton’s comparison of this phenomena to the uncomely figure of a great man 

has its scriptural precedent in the prophet Isaiah’s comment on the messiah, that “he hath 

neither form nor beauty: when we shall see him, there shall be no form that we should desire 

him.”  See Isaiah 53:2.  Unless otherwise noted, all biblical citations are from the 1599 

Geneva Bible (Dallas, GA: Tolle Lege Press, 2015). 

   
341 As when Odysseus ordered his men to tie him to the mast so he would be incapable of 

following his desire and plunging for the beautiful, deadly arms of the sirens, Milton 

understands that the obedience and trust of true faith must often work directly against our own 

desires and the allure of the enchantresses of falsehood and vanity. 
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heat.”342  The felix culpa acknowledges that all our perceptions, interpretations and 

experiences are embedded in history and formed against a backdrop of apparent chaos and 

ruin, but it conversely acknowledges this is not cause for despair because tragedy has been 

cancelled by the incarnation, and history and human experience are the only realms in which 

faith and virtue can meaningfully be exercised.  It also puts to pay any meaningful distinction 

between the pre- and post-lapsarian experience of knowing God, since such knowledge is 

always-already mediated and won through trials of discernment and obedience, as the 

narratives of Adam and Eve coming into consciousness in Paradise Lost make so clear.  The 

narratival343 revelation of redemption recognized in the felix culpa means we cannot, nor 

should we seek to, crawl behind the curtain of history. 

 

 
                                                           
342 Hughes, Milton, 728-9.  The passage famously continues with Milton celebrating Spenser 

as a “better teacher than Scotus and Aquinas” because Spenser’s poetic mode dramatizes the 

conditions of choice in a world of contraries (he refers to Guyon navigating the cave of 

Mammon and the bower of bliss), and thus presents before the reader’s senses a more vivid 

and verisimilar representation of the experience and exercise of true virtue (“that he might see 

and know”) than the rationalistic theologies of Scotus and Aquinas.  This celebration of 

Spenser’s affective and narrative mode over the giants of scholastic theology may seem like 

small bier given Milton’s conspicuous contempt for scholasticism throughout his oeuvre, but 

Milton could have as easily offered Luther and Calvin as alternates to Scotus and Aquinas, if 

that was the heart of his criticism; instead, he offers Spenser.  Milton, in other words, is not 

only critiquing the “subtle cogitations” of scholastic theology by naming its most 

sophisticated practitioners, he is critiquing theology more generally as a teacher of the way 

back to God.  Whether one breaks on the side of the “Subtle Doctor,” privileging the will over 

the intellect, or on the side of the “Seraphic Doctor,” privileging the intellect over the will, 

neither is as useful a guide to the exercise of Christian virtue—the imitation of Christ—in 

ordinary life as Spenser. 

   
343 For Robert Jenson, if Jesus the Nazarene is God’s messiah, humanity’s home cannot be in 

Eden, since in Jesus God has revealed himself by identifying himself with certain events in 

time and space: “God is whoever raised Jesus from the dead, having first raised Israel from 

Egypt.”  See Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol.1, The Triune God (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 63.   
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There Plant Eyes 

Hail holy Light, offspring of Heav'n first-born, 

Or of th' Eternal Coeternal beam 

May I express thee unblam’d? since God is Light,  

And never but in unapproached Light 

Dwelt from Eternity, dwelt then in thee, 

Bright effluence of bright essence increate. 

Or hear’st thou rather pure Ethereal stream, 

Whose Fountain who shall tell? before the Sun, 

Before the Heavens thou wert, and at the voice 

Of God, as with a Mantle didst invest 

The rising world of waters dark and deep, 

Won from the void and formless infinite. 

Thee I revisit now with bolder wing, 

Escap't the Stygian Pool, though long detain'd 

In that obscure sojourn, while in my flight  

Through utter and through middle darkness borne 

With other notes then to th’ Orphean Lyre 

I sung of Chaos and Eternal Night, 

Taught by the heav’nly Muse to venture down 

The dark descent, and up to reascend, 

Though hard and rare: thee I revisit safe, 

And feel thy sovran vital Lamp; but thou 

Revisit'st not these eyes, that roll in vain 

To find thy piercing ray, and find no dawn; 

                (III.1-24) 

 

The speaker’s fundamental predicament in Paradise Lost is that he, unlike Adam at 

the end of Paradise Lost, does not understand the felix culpa.  He pays lip service in Book I to 

the scriptural narrative and the “greater man” who will restore us, but for the speaker, the 

conditions of history constitute “all our woe.”  In no small part, the speaker’s predicament is 

manifest in his desire to return to (in effect, to rewrite) Eden as a site of unique, unfettered 

access to deity.  Unable to plainly reckon with his own prejudice, as one whose vision of God 

has been “bleared and dimmed” by suffering, the speaker seeks a direct infusion of 

understanding from above.  In the proem of Book III, Milton’s speaker invokes the “holy 

Light” of heaven to bring into his personal experience and art the proper knowledge of God.  
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His invocation places him in the role of an entreating disciple seeking to learn and then relate 

what is otherwise inaccessible.  But as with all in the postlapsarian family tree, Milton’s 

speaker does not speak from a neutral place or an original innocence, but as one for whom 

learning to know God aright has become a great trial.  Describing his change of subject in 

Book III from hell to heaven, the speaker locates himself within the psycho-spiritual 

topography of his subjects, who, thus far, have been Satan and the demonic host.  The speaker 

tells of his escape, by flight (with “bolder wing”), from the Stygian pool.  The peculiar 

admixture of locality and the language of detainment highlights the way in which the speaker 

identifies himself and his experience within the psycho-spiritual landscapes he has spent the 

first two books describing.  The temptation to see in his long detainment a simple poetical 

gloss of the first two books of PL is challenged by his own divestment of the Orphic 

typology: “Through utter and through middle darkness borne / With other notes than to 

th’Orphean Lyre” (III.13, 15-17).  The language the speaker uses for himself is heroic, 

marked by a struggle between competing agencies: detained/escape.  “Bolder wing” and the 

description of his dark flight through “Chaos and Eternal Night” draws as its immediate 

referent not Orpheus but Satan.  In other words, the speaker’s own expression of escape and 

liberation resembles the heroic presentation of the satanic he has detailed in the first two 

books.   

This subconscious identification with satanic flight is thus also an identification with 

the stark alienation from God of which Satan is the epitome.  So while the speaker may claim 

to have narrowly escaped the satanic realms, he has not escaped so much as followed the 
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fallen angel,344 insofar as the place of the satanic is the mentality of the satanic, as Satan 

asserts, “The mind is its own place and in itself / Can make a Hell of Heaven, a Heaven of 

Hell” (I.254-5).  The speaker’s invocation of light is as much a confession that he has not 

escaped his preoccupation with a certain mental topography, whose emblems are ignorance, 

alienation, and spiritual ruin—the loss of the knowledge and love of God. 345   

Though this identification with the satanic seems to remain largely hidden to the 

speaker’s conscious mind, its effects are increasingly evident in his growing insecurity about 

his capacity to describe deity accurately.  It is as though the very act of invoking and 

acknowledging the divine light has momentarily exposed his own insufficiencies and 

disoriented him.  Shortly after he invokes the holy light he remarks, “Thee I revisit now,” 

using the personal pronoun to address deity, having volleyed between force, essence, and 

person.  To “revisit” gives God a location, simultaneously banishing him from every other 

place.  The implication that deity, or whoever is being invoked as the Heav’nly muse, was not 

present with him in his flight to hell and chaos, but merely “taught” him how “to venture 

down / The dark descent, and up to reascend” (III.19-20), contravenes the fundamental 

affirmation of the psalmist:  

                                                           
344 Judith H. Anderson notes that turning from Book II to the invocation of light at the 

opening of Book III, “[W]e might even suppose for a benighted moment that Satan—last seen 

beholding ‘This pendant world’ and then, in the final line of Book II, hastening to it—is 

speaking (II.1052, 1055).  This effect is surely deliberate.”  See her chapter, “Milton’s 

Twilight Zone: Analogy, Light, and Darkness,” in Light and Death: Figuration in Spenser, 

Kepler, Donne, Milton, (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), 187. 

   
345 For Arnold Stein, Satan’s dedicated belief is in the power of “mind over matter; that is, the 

unconquerable will over material evil.”  But Stein shows this is a capitulation to circumstance, 

not an elevation over it: “It is mind over matter but limited to matter, turned downward to 

gain superiority on a lower plane, and running the risk of adjusting to the plane upon which it 

has chosen to work out its destiny.”  Stein, Answerable Style, (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1953), 31.  
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Whither shall I go from thy Spirit?  

or whither shall I flee from thy presence? 

If I ascend into heaven, thou art there:  

if I lie down in hell, thou art there. 

Let me take the wings of the morning,  

and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea: 

Yet thither shall thine hand lead me,  

and thy right hand hold me. 

If I say, Yet the darkness shall hide me,  

even the night shall be light about me. 

Yea, the darkness hideth not from thee:  

but the night shineth as the day: 

the darkness and light are both alike. 

             (Ps. 139:7-12) 

 

Even upon reflection, the speaker simply cannot confirm the psalmist’s experience.  The 

speaker’s experience is one of dislocation from God, and so by spatializing that experience in 

these psychological landscapes, it dislocates God from God’s omnipresence by locating God 

in a place that might be revisited.346   

Yet even after revisiting this place—ostensibly, the experience of God’s presence—

the speaker offers a pitiable description that borders on accusation: “but thou / Revisit’st not 

these eyes, that roll in vain” (III.22-3).  Moreover, the speaker’s ambiguity regarding the 

affect deity might have on his condition, whether God’s presence would “quench” or “veil” 

his sight, points to an anxiety of past experience as well as a genuine perplexity over God’s 

present relationship to the speaker.  In fact, the ambiguous use of the “or” first appears at the 
                                                           
346 Concerning Milton’s participation in the traditional structuring of epic romance, Northrop 

Frye notes,  

The Odyssey begins with Odysseus at the farthest point from home, on the island of 

Calypso, subjected to the temptations of Penelope’s only formidable rival.  The action 

of the Aeneid similarly begins with Aeneas’ shipwreck on the shores of Carthage, the 

Erbfeind or hereditary enemy of Rome and the site of the citadel of Juno, Aeneas’ 

implacable enemy.  Similarly, the action of Paradise Lost begins at the furthest 

possible point from the presence of God, in hell.   

See Northrop Frye, The Return of Eden, 14-15.  What Frye does not elaborate on, though, is 

the way this positions Milton’s speaker as the de facto protagonist of Paradise Lost, since this 

journey up from the dark abyss is not about Satan’s journey back to God but the speaker’s.  
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top of the invocation as the speaker cycles through his epithets, wondering aloud, “May I 

express thee unblam’d?”  The speaker is seeking both adequate language for deity as well as 

permission: “Or hear’st thou rather pure Ethereal stream, / Whose Fountain who shall tell?”  

This anxiety of alienation as well as of purpose—attempting to express what may be 

inexpressible—seems to lead his descriptions of deity in the invocation to a Neoplatonic 

scheme of emanation, an abstraction grounded in distance, even diffusion.  As though 

overcompensating for his experience of suffering, the speaker strains for a series of 

metaphysical epithets that name the knowledge that eludes him but which he nonetheless 

requires.  The move from the personal and particular phenomenological mode of his sojourn 

with the satanic to the blinding metaphysical apostrophe of the “unapproachable” God is an 

instructive one.  Having so long sojourned in “darkness visible,” the speaker’s own mind has 

grown more accustomed to the personal, ruined mind of Satan than he would like, and though 

he has fled the darkness of Stygian pools, he is unable to see, know, and describe God aright.  

Like Satan, his experience has turned him “downward” to realms he can conquer, or 

recognize, or over which he might gain some purchase.  But in leaving that circumstance and 

striving for deity once more, he is forced to revisit his predicament at the place of its fracture, 

for light can as easily blind as illuminate. 

 Of course, this identification with the satanic and failure to identify with deity is 

entirely reasonable insofar as Satan, as a fellow creature, is a dramatic character, not a series 

of rational deductions from first principles.  Describing God dramatically, on the other hand, 

might seem tantamount to blasphemy, subjecting him to a form of “anthropopaphy” that 

Milton notes the pagan poets engage in when describing their gods.347  The speaker’s own 

                                                           
347 Hughes, Milton, 906. 



225 
 

care to avoid that error accounts for the grasping after abstractions at the opening of Book III 

as well as the austerity of the divine counsels that immediately follow the invocation.  After 

all, how are we to characterize, to say nothing of identifying with, a being or personality that 

is absolute rather than dramatic?   Satan, on the other hand, though fallen, is not absolute evil.  

He is caught in a genuinely dramatic struggle with and against the good, knowing and 

performing evil only by perverting the good.  Arnold Stein warns,  

Should we apply strict logic to Satan, as though he were a philosophical position 

instead of a dramatic character, then of course he could not escape absurdity.  Under 

those circumstances the most he, or any character, might hope for would be logical 

consistency . . . Satan, one may feel, is partly aware of his absurdity, but he is unaware 

of the total situation, and he cannot master it by means of glib irony.  Yet to dismiss 

him as ridiculous is also to dismiss him as a dramatic character, without allowing 

ourselves to experience his failure.  That is to substitute logical judgment for dramatic 

failure.348   

 

The same lines could be applied to the speaker in the proem to Book III.  For his part, 

Milton’s speaker has clearly not dismissed Satan as an absurdity nor abstracted him out of 

existence.  Satan’s dramatic persona is thus a genuine temptation for postlapsarian humanity, 

insofar as we ineluctably experience ourselves and the world dramatically, subject to 

fluctuating desires, distorted perceptions, and bound by space and time.   

More than a description of the speaker’s personal alienation from God, then, the 

earnest nature of the speaker’s catalogue of metaphysical epithets is also a dramatization of 

the way in which all language for God is a kind of blind groping for words to describe what 

cannot be directly described, a God that is pure alterity and fits no natural (or dramatic) 

analogue.  Accordingly, the speaker’s oblation of light metamorphoses, for the speaker is 

compelled to acknowledge that light itself is a created essence, a figure (however noble its 

pedigree in theology and philosophy) used to describe uncreated being and pure alterity—God 
                                                           
348 Stein, Answerable Style, 4. 
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before matter (“Before the Sun, / Before the Heavens thou wert”).  He offers instead the 

epithet of a “pure Ethereal stream,” as though to acknowledge the arbitrary and 

accommodated nature of all language that stands for deity.  Perhaps, he seems to say, the 

more abstract figure is the more exacting, engaging in the kinds of paradoxical speech 

religious contemplation often requires (i.e. apophaticism), but again he reneges, shifting 

suddenly to a description with an obvious scriptural precedent, and one which evokes a more 

personal picture of deity as “the voice of God.”  A God who speaks, unlike an emanation of 

light or an ethereal stream, is a God who can be heard and known by creatures capable of 

speech and cognition.  

By turning to the description of the divine voice, the speaker is able to gather his 

disparate entreaties to their finer purpose, the request of divine aid to perform his own version 

of the first chapters of Genesis.   This may explain the speaker’s associative connection 

between light and voice, but it does more, for by flagging the locus of images available in the 

creation hymn of Genesis 1, the speaker also reveals he has attended to these images out of 

their scriptural sequence.  In effect, he has placed the fiat lux in his own mouth, via the 

invocation, before invoking the divine voice which is that light’s source.  This disordered 

catalogue confirms the incidental, if not intentional, platonism of the opening images, which 

dislocate essence and principle from person, privileging the former over the latter in a way the 

fiat lux in Genesis pointedly reverses.   

Once the speaker’s attention has turned to the divine voice, the Genesis hymn 

becomes explicit in his thinking: “as with a Mantle that didst invest / The rising world of 

waters dark and deep” (III.10-11).  Reflecting on the creative activity of the divine voice leads 

the speaker’s mind out of the ethereal climes (or, perhaps more precisely, up from the Stygian 
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pools) to contemplate the natural world.  This turn to the natural is not a turn away from deity, 

for the speaker is especially interested in the way the natural, phenomenal world comes into 

existence by the investment of divine power and intention.  Indeed, this brief rehearsal of 

God’s creation calls to the speaker’s mind the place of the phenomenal world and its figures 

as an avenue of wisdom and illumination concerning the knowledge of God, what theological 

tradition calls “natural revelation” or the “book of nature,” to which the speaker nods when he 

describes “Nature’s works” and the “Book of knowledge fair.”  A book is a repository of 

figures that must be read and interpreted to be understood, but at least the created world offers 

innumerable figures for the willing interpreter to parse.   

Here, at last, we reach the heart of the speaker’s anxiety and loss of personal 

communion with God.  His acknowledgement of the natural world as a place in which God’s 

presence may be read aright simultaneously exposes the cause of the speaker’s inability to do 

so, his physical blindness.  It is critical, in other words, to recognize that the speaker’s 

physical blindness is not merely a metaphor for his loss of spiritual insight, but in a world 

where God’s presence is always mediated, the loss of the ability to read God’s presence 

through phenomena is to have a possible pathway of knowing God aright “at one entrance 

quite shut out.”  Because of his blindness God is not available for the speaker in the world of 

natural signs.  The poignancy of the lament is heightened when the speaker attempts to yoke 

the platonized image of God as “the Eternal Coeternal beam” to the personalized image of his 

physical eyes, to bring the transcendent God into contact with his phenomenological 

experience: “And feel thy sovran vital Lamp; but thou / Revisit'st not these eyes, that roll in 

vain.”  The speaker describes his own efforts to return to God, even a presentiment of the 
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divine presence, but in his experience God has hidden himself from such attempts, leaving the 

speaker unable to access and apprehend God.   

The blurred distinction between physical and spiritual sight in this passage, as was 

evident in the speaker’s explorations of hell, foregrounds the way in which this entire poem is 

rooted in the phenomenological, not the ontological or the material.  Phenomenology allows 

one to speak of sight as perception rather than a discrete operation of the optic nerve or an 

automatic act of comprehension.  It also helps us better understand how Milton’s speaker can 

frame his lament on his physical blindness as a lament on his spiritual blindness without 

reducing or discarding either experience.  Even more importantly, it explains why the speaker 

would dare describe both his own agency and God’s.  To wit, while the speaker seeks, 

intimates, but ultimately fails to apprehend the divine light, the speaker asserts that God 

himself “Revisit’st not these eyes,” leaving them to “roll in vain . . . and find no dawn.”  More 

than a melancholy dramatization of the experience of physical blindness, in the speaker’s 

perception of God is that he is able but unwilling to be seen.  This drama of entreaty and 

retreat parallels the way the blind speaker of Sonnet 23 experiences the loss of his “late 

espoused wife.”  Sonnet 23 interrogates a similar blurred boundary of perception, that 

between dreaming and waking, desire and actuality.  At the closing couplet the blind speaker 

exclaims, “But Oh! As to embrace me she inclin’d / I wake’d, she fled, and day brought back 

my night.”349 The act of seeking reveals the absence of what is sought; desire designates the 

unobtained.  In his own experience, the speaker of Paradise Lost has fallen from that personal 

knowledge of God, which knowledge in scripture is most often figured as spousal because of 

its incalculable intimacy.  The loss of this intimacy darkens all the speaker’s perceptions.  

                                                           
349 Hughes, Milton, 170-1. 
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In this alienated condition, the speaker’s recourse is, and has been, poetic construction 

and inspiration.  We have already shown the way the speaker’s desire to construct his own 

version of the Genesis narrative leads him to, intentionally or otherwise, appropriate the fiat 

lux for his own purposes at the start.  Now he describes the explicit mode of his poetic 

operation, placing it in the context of his frustration with his blindness and his experience of 

God’s absence: “Yet not the more / Cease I to wander where the Muses haunt” (III.26-7).  The 

power of the poetic is in its ability to render the unseen, to evoke the inevident, to bring light 

from darkness, to create pastoral landscapes in an empty room.  It is an act of sub-creation 

that imitates the generative work of the divine word in the opening hymn of Genesis, creatio 

ex nihilo.  And so, in the watches of the night the speaker visits a world or worlds he has 

fashioned, or other poets have fashioned, worlds in which he can see again.  He considers 

other blind poets that have gone before him: Thamyris, Maeonides, Tiresias, and Phineas.  

The first two are poets who suffered physical blindness; the second two are prophets whose 

blindness was a sign of their divine insight.  The elision of poet and prophet is technically 

important, too, since the poetic act itself is more than a phantastic reconstruction of the natural 

world, it is an act of interpretation, of reading, and so, potentially, of insight.  In this way the 

conjuring of a poetic world may be cast as a prophetic act, not only seeing what is inevident 

but proclaiming what has been obscured.   

Yet this turn to the prophetic also brings up what for the speaker are two very different 

prophetic traditions, the classical and the scriptural.  The classical prophets are given blind 

insight, like Cassandra shrieking in terror outside the palace at Mycenae; they are the copyists 

of Fate.  Milton’s speaker initially resigns himself to that pagan role, as one who, with 

Thamyris and Maeonides, shared the “Fate” of physical blindness.  Fate evokes a classical 
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universe in which human subjects have little, if any, true agency (or culpability).  Fate 

belongs to classical tragedy and to a tragic understanding of the universe and of human 

agents, who, under Fate’s invisible hand are often subject to unimaginable, yet predetermined, 

forms of suffering, irrespective of those agent’s intentions or actions.  But Milton’s speaker is 

not content with this arbitrary, tragic understanding of suffering.  In fact, the entire poem is 

levelled against it.  Neither is he content to remain in his self-pity or his own experience of 

unjust suffering, however emotionally resonant it may be.  The sacred song that ultimately 

compels him is scriptural: “chief / Thee Sion . . . Nightly I revisit” (III.29-30, 32).  

Seeking to know God aright, he seeks his solace not on Helicon but “Sion’s hill,” not 

in a “pure Ethereal stream” but in “the flow’ry Brooks beneath.”  His poetics are ultimately 

scriptural and so he cannot simply accept the classical mode of the tragic as the final word on 

his suffering. 

In The Christian Doctrine, Milton writes, 

Our safest way [to know God aright] is to form in our minds such a conception of 

God, as shall correspond with his own delineation and representation of himself in the 

sacred writings.  For granting that both in the literal and figurative descriptions of 

God, he is exhibited not as he really is, but in such a manner as may be within the 

scope of our comprehensions, yet we ought to entertain such a conception of him, as 

he, in condescending to accommodate himself to our capacities, has shewn that he 

desires we should conceive.  For it is on this very account that he has lowered himself 

to our level, lest in our flights above the reach of human understanding, and beyond 

the written word of Scripture, we should be tempted to indulge in vague cogitations 

and subtleties.350 

 

Milton understands scripture to be God’s trustworthy and direct self-representation, whose 

form has already been accommodated to our lowly condition, meaning both our creatural and 

postlapsarian weaknesses, predispositions, and capacities.  These reliable figures are 

                                                           
350 Ibid., 905. 
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contiguous with our earthly and embedded nature, experience, and comprehension in a way 

that is different from the “vague cogitations” that arise when we attempt to construct 

analogies of God from the natural world or via flights to philosophical abstraction: “No one . . 

. can have right thoughts of God, with nature or reason alone as his guide, independent of the 

word, or message of God.”351  While the natural world may be closed to Milton’s speaker at 

one entrance, when taken alone its vision of deity, for Milton, was always blurred and often 

blind.   

Still, the turn to the poetic, even if mediated or motivated by the scriptural, does not 

automatically render our vision clear, as the speaker himself has lamented.  The very poetic 

act of attempting to re-access or revisit God is complicated by the issue of abstraction.  How, 

in other words, if God’s presence is mediated by the world, and his divine word 

accommodated to our perceptions in and of the world, can one access God without a “world” 

to mediate the engagement?  Poetic entreaty cannot of itself overcome the speaker’s losses.  

At one level, it magnifies those losses by producing shadows of shadows, copies of copies, 

images of absences.  The speaker catalogues these losses with a careful subtraction of the 

natural and pastoral features of the very poetic worlds he appears most often to visit, 

describing the loss of seasons, days, evenings, mornings, flora, “flocks,” “herds,” and “human 

face divine.”  Emerging from the idealized world of these pastoral dreams into the dark reality 

of experience has only sharpened his tragedy: “I wake’d, she fled, and day brought back my 

night.”  This contrast also suggests the real danger of attempting to re-write the Genesis story, 

for Eden is the quintessential pastoral, the mythical original of the idealized world, in 

comparison with which all else is toil, suffering, and shadow.  What would keep this endeavor 

                                                           
351 Ibid. 
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from being yet another idealization that vanishes upon waking?  Why re-render his personal 

tragedy along such pitched lines?  More unsettling, the solace sought in the speaker’s prior 

nightly wanderings through scripture has thus far failed to blunt his sense of loss.   

Weak though the scriptural effects may be at this point on his relationship with God, 

he knows the other path is barred completely.  So, despite his anxieties, he pleads a final time: 

So much the rather thou Celestial Light 

Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers 

Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence  

Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell 

Of things invisible to mortal sight. 

          (III.51-5) 

Consider what he is asking.  He is asking for divine aid to embellish the divine text that has 

failed to reconcile him to God.  Does this reveal a loss of faith in the original?  He is certainly 

agitated by the thought that his own methods may widen rather than shrink the distance 

between himself and God—indeed, may already have.  Yet he also seems convinced that this 

poetic quest is a necessary, perhaps final, attempt to return to God through experience: “What 

in me is dark, / Illumine, what is low raise and support” (I.22-3).  And perhaps this is the key: 

the speaker is not confessing a loss of faith in the scripture to mediate a trustworthy and 

sufficient knowledge of God; he is confessing a loss of faith in himself.  He is asking for help 

to escape the dark topographies of his own soul; “purge and disperse” is, after all, the 

language of the penitent.  Like Moses during the battle against the Amalekites, the speaker is 

willing to obey the divine word and participate in the divine narrative of exodus and 

redemption, but his strength is insufficient, and his arms keep dropping from exhaustion.  
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Through this meditation on the divine voice, this extended wandering through the scriptural 

landscapes, not as a privileged insider, but as a fellow traveler, a humble creature whose own 

suffering has blotted out his vision and reminded him of his limitations, the speaker invokes 

divine aid to repair the ruins of his sight.  To return to God he must return to Eden, not as a 

site of idealization but of calumny and alienation, not as the site of the first pastoral but as the 

site of the first tragedy.  From there the speaker might learn to construct his experience of 

God anew, in the same way Our First Parents once did, after tragedy. 

 

 

The Birth of Experience 

The birth narratives in Paradise Lost offer the clearest picture of the gradual way in 

which creatures come into an awareness of God.  For Our First Parents, the challenge of 

knowing God aright is the challenge of constructing their experience of the world as a world 

with God in it.  For Adam and Eve, as for the speaker, the world itself is an interpretive issue.  

If the speaker’s experience of suffering provided the central challenge to his interpreting the 

world and knowing God aright, is our first parents’ innocence—what we might call a form of 

experiential blindness—the central challenge to their constructing a right experience of God?  

Does their innocence name a deficient aptitude?  A deficient training?  What, in other words, 

is their capacity for reflection?  Is their own innocence against them?  Or is the intrusion of 

the satanic, which foists upon them the immediacy of emotion and sensation, the pivotal trial?  

We will see that the birth narratives are Milton’s clearest dramatization of the challenge of 

faith for embodied creatures generally.  They present the conditions of history, cognition, and 

experience common to humanity and the perpetual trial of how to “apprehend and consider 
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vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, and yet abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet 

prefer that which is truly better.”352   

The world understood as an interpretive problem implies a distinction between 

knowing the world in itself and knowing the world for creatures.  Adam’s conversation with 

Raphael teaches him to recognize this distinction.  Once recognized, he is able then to 

distinguish between a knowledge of the world rooted in speculation and a knowledge of the 

world rooted in creaturely experience, or “daily life.”  Both are forms of knowing that God 

has made available to humankind but only one is necessary for the individual to know God.  

And Adam is clear the latter is the vital knowledge since knowing God is ultimately a 

personal knowledge, related not primarily to physics and metaphysics but to how God in 

himself has become the God who is personal creator, one who not only authors Adam’s life 

but converses with him within that life via direct discourse, dreams, and angels.   

In Book VIII, Adam engages in a lengthy discourse with Raphael.  Fascinated by the 

celestial motions, in particular, Adam asks the angel to instruct him as to their logic and 

structure.  The same natural world and heavenly bodies darkened for the speaker, from which 

he even drew his shifting metaphors of God’s power and presence, are the first Adam desires 

to comprehend.  Raphael responds:  

To ask or search I blame thee not, for Heav’n 

Is as the Book of God before thee set, 

  Wherein to read his wond’rous Works, and learn 

  His Seasons, Hours, or Days, or Months, or Years. 

         (VIII.66-69) 

                                                           
352 Ibid., 728. 
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Yet following Raphael’s extended discourse on the heavens—which spans more than 100 

lines—Adam responds that while his mind is full and satisfied with this more speculative 

knowledge, he is glad that God’s providence is to keep such potentially perplexing thoughts 

from “[interrupting] the sweet of Life,”  

    unless we ourselves  

Seek them with wand’ring thoughts, and notions vain. 

But apt the Mind of Fancy is to rove 

Uncheckt, and of her roving is no end; 

Till warn’d, or by experience taught, she learn 

That not to know at large of things remote 

From use, obscure and subtle, but to know 

That which before us lies in daily life, 

Is the prime Wisdom 

      (VIII.187-194) 

 

Adam indicates the proclivity of the human mind to wander into speculation unless checked 

by a warning voice or by experience.  This suggests that many of the speaker’s own losses, 

which were framed as the loss of time, seasons, and the movement of the heavenly bodies, 

may be unnecessary avenues of wisdom, potential invitations to “vague cogitations and 

subtlelties.”  The “prime Wisdom” described by Adam is more particular, that which pertains 

to our daily life as creatures.  Even in his prelapsarian state of innocence, Adam is clear that 

true wisdom is to know through experience, to lay hold of “things at hand / Useful,” rather 

than “things remote / From use.”  He counsels Raphael, “Therefore from this high pitch let us 

descend / A lower flight” (VIII.198-9).  This is a descent that is not satanic but concerned 

with creatural experience.  The descent of the satanic is a punitive descent that corresponds to 

the vacating of one’s God-given station because one was not satisfied with the world and 

experience as deity offered it.  The descent of Satan and the rebel angels is not an embrace of 

the creatural or phenomenal, it is a rejection of the phenomenal world of their ordained 
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creaturely experience.  Rejecting the “things at hand” in their ordained creaturely sphere, the 

rebel angels grasped at “things remote,” and their punishment was the inverse of what they 

desired—rather than ascend to the seat of divine glory, they plunged into the dark world of 

Chaos; seeking to usurp the all-seeing God they became blind materialists.  Adam’s desire to 

descend, on the other hand, is to be contented to learn by embodied experience rather than by 

grasping after speculative knowledge or power.  In this context, “usefulness” encompasses a 

larger terrain than mere bodily sensation or immediate experience.  It implies a knowledge not 

just of things and bodies, as such, but of what things and bodies are for.  Thus, this field of 

“things at hand” includes the operations of human consciousness as well as the proper 

apprehension of God’s presence in the world and his purpose for his creatures.       

Adam’s capacity for these distinctions and for self-reflection is demonstrated when he 

turns to his own memory of coming into consciousness.  Again, the romance precedent is 

Odysseus in the hall of Alcinous after hearing the song of Demodocus.  Adam says to 

Raphael: “now hear mee relate / My Story, which perhaps thou hast not heard” (VIII.204-5).  

Born in medias res, not having authored himself, he describes his “birth” as his first moment 

of consciousness, “As new wak’t from soundest sleep,” detailing his tactile apprehension of 

the world, and eventually himself:  

   Myself I then perus’d, and Limb by Limb 

   Survey’d, and sometimes went, and sometimes ran 

   With supple joints, as lively vigor led.  

   But who I was, or where, or from what cause, 

   Knew not; to speak I tri’d, and forthwith spake, 

   My Tongue obey’d and readily could name  

Whate’er I saw.  Thou Sun, said I, fair Light, 

And thou enlight’n’d Earth, so fresh and gay, 

Ye hills and Dales, ye Rivers, Woods, and Plains 

And ye that live and move, fair Creatures, tell, 

Tell, if ye saw, how came I thus, how here? 
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Not of myself; by some great Maker then, 

In goodness and in power preeminent; 

Tell me, how may I know him, how adore, 

From whom I have that thus I move and live, 

And feel that I am happier than I know. 

       (VIII.267-82) 

 

Coming to know his own body is both observational and experiential, a sight that moves: 

“Survey’d, and sometimes went, and sometimes ran / With supple joints, as lively vigor led” 

(VIII.268-9).  Yet the question of understanding his body is immediately linked to the 

question of understanding the world in which his body resides.  For Adam, the question the 

world poses is the question of its source and significance, and that question is personal 

because it is related to his sense of his own origin and significance: “But who I was, or where, 

or from what cause, / Knew not.”  Adam’s impulse is to language, rational communication, 

but that act itself is apostrophized, “My tongue obey’d and readily could name / Whate’er I 

saw.”  This suggests a gap between his speech and his understanding.  Though names leap to 

him for the things he sees, naming the world does not interpret it, nor does it elicit its 

participation.  This a peculiar interval in his education, one which seems to reveal to him the 

difference between rational apprehension and experiential knowledge.  His entreaty to the 

animate and inanimate world is an error of understanding but its impulse is relational, not 

only the desire or expectation of mutual communication with the “things at hand,” but the 

desire to know how he came to be, to whom or what he is bound: “Tell me, how may I know 

him, how adore.”  Adam’s inference, based on his coming into awareness in a world that pre-

existed him, is that he did not author himself and that the world itself, or something “at hand” 

is aware of how he came to be since these things and creatures are proximate.  This is an 

exercise of deductive intelligence.  What is subtler is the second inference that the world is 
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not his author, that he has a “great Maker then, / In goodness and in power preeminent.”  This 

inference seems partly rational and partly emotive, since he appears to tie it not solely to his 

experience of existing, but to his experience of feeling “happier than I know.”  For Adam, the 

question of source, or of deity, is personal.  It is not a cool philosophical question of first 

principles, but a question of whom to know and love.  Coming into an awareness of the world, 

for Adam, is coming into an awareness of a world with God in it.  There is nothing in this 

experience that would preclude us from seeing this chain of inference as natural, in the sense 

of unaided.353    

Yet, as with Milton’s speaker, (by now the similarity of pastoral landscapes in Adam’s 

experience and in the speaker’s poetic sojourns are impossible to ignore) the natural world is 

ultimately deaf to his entreaties.  Milton deliberately holds back from the poetic celebration in 

Psalm 19, which deliberately offers the created world as a kind of ready-made speech and 

perpetual doxology: 

The heavens declare the glory of God,  

and the firmament showeth the work of his hands. 

Day unto day uttereth the same,  

and night unto night teacheth knowledge. 

There is no speech nor language,  

where their voice is not heard. 
                                                           
353 It is certainly of a piece with Paul’s description in Romans 1 about the indiscriminate 

operations of natural revelation on the entire human race, quite apart from any unique 

capacity or the experience of special revelation:      

Forasmuch as that, which may be known of God, is manifest in them, for God hath 

showed it unto them.  For the invisible things of him, that is, his eternal power and 

Godhead, are seen by the creation of the world, being considered in his works, to the 

intent that they should be without excuse.  

Rm. 1:19-20. 
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Adam hears the created world, after a fashion, testify to a greater order and rationality, of 

which he and they are a part and on which they depend, but of themselves, the phenomenal 

world and the exercise of reason are unable to interpret the world and his place in it.  Such 

questions can only be answered through special revelation.   

To differentiate the nature of this form of revelation, God alters the source and method 

of communication, putting Adam to sleep as preparation for a visionary experience.  Adam’s 

experience of this change, though, is not initially jarring, but natural and bodily: “Pensive” at 

the silence all around, and drowsy from expending physical and cognitive energy for the first 

time, he sits down “[o]n a green shady Bank profuse of Flow’rs” and falls asleep.   Once 

asleep, the dream-vision instantly appears: “When suddenly stood at my Head a dream.”  In 

response to Adam’s desire to know God personally, the dream mediates a divine figure who 

speaks, addressing Adam by name: “One came, methought, of shape Divine, / And said, thy 

Mansion wants thee, Adam, rise” (VIII.295-6).  The dream conjures in Adam an inward fancy 

in which he can both move and observe.  The divine figure leads him by the hand up into the 

air over “Fields and Water” and up to a “woodie Mountain.”  From here Adam surveys a 

broad enclosure of “goodliest Tres,” the sight of which stirs in him a “sudden appetite / To 

pluck and eate” (VIII.308-9).  This is the same leafy arena which earlier he confessed, 

“Scarce pleasant seem’d”, and yet now in the presence of the divine figure, and in 

conversation with the divine voice, “each tree” awakens his desire.  Desire’s proper object—

not the trees in themselves but God in himself—is “at hand,” and its activity is to establish the 

context of right desire.  This context is not just the physical “Circuit wide, enclos’d,” but the 

relationship with the divine figure who mediates the vision and who offers this enclosed space 

as a gift.  Coming to know God awakens a perspective that does not reject experience, but 
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which grants a perspective of design and narrative purpose: “thy Mansion wants thee, Adam, 

rise.”  The special revelation and vantage of the divine voice creates the creatural perspective 

in which experience and desire are properly situated and from which they, in fact, arise.   

This new desire and perspective on experience does not dissolve when Adam wakes 

from the dream; instead, they are confirmed by actuality:  

[W]hereat I wak’d, and found  

Before mine Eyes all real, as the dream  

Had lively shadow’d.  Here had new begun  

My wand’ring, had not hee who was my Guide  

Up hither, from among the Trees appear’d,  

Presence Divine.  Rejoicing, but with awe, 

In adoration at his feet I fell 

Submiss: he rear’d me, and Whom thou sought’st I am, 

Said mildly, Author, of all this thou seest  

Above, or round about thee or beneath.  

This Paradise I give thee, count it thine  

To Till and keep, and of the Fruit to eat: 

Of every Tree that in the Garden grows 

Eat freely with glad heart; fear no dearth: 

But of the Tree whose operation brings 

Knowledge of good and ill, which I have set 

The Pledge of thy Obedience and the Faith, 

Amid the Garden by the Tree of Life, 

Remember what I warn thee, shun to taste, 

And shun the bitter consequence: for know, 

The day thou eat’st thereof, my sole command 

Transgrest, inevitably thou shalt die; 

From that day mortal, and this happy State 

Shalt lose, expell’d from hence into a World  

Of woe and sorrow. 

          (VIII.316-33)  

 

Only in the spiritual context of a personal relationship with deity can the physical context of 

“thy Mansion,” the natural world of hills and dales, become a world in which Adam may 

know God.  Before the dream, the natural world is rationally and sensually muted; after the 

dream the natural world is ordered and enjoyed, full of figures that can be read and heard and 
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celebrated as signs of the purpose and presence of God.  Adam’s “Mansion” is transformed 

from a vista of trees into a personal manifestation of Adam’s relationship with God.  More, 

the “shape Divine” is not restricted to the visionary, leaving Adam to negotiate actual 

experience alone.  The divine figure emerges from the trees, on the plane of embodied 

experience.  Special revelation mediates an understanding about the world that is really 

present in and as the world, not merely a therapeutic artifact of the mental, in the manner 

Satan constructs his experience.354  Though the world, of itself, cannot communicate the 

divine presence, the divine voice can bring into view the hidden presence of God in the world.  

The question of the world, including its source and significance, is the question of Adam’s 

source and significance, and the answer is only offered in the context of the individual’s 

relationship with God, since this is the fulcrum of all human understanding and experience—

of God, the self, other minds, and the world.  Adam’s devotion and adoration arise from his 

recognition of God’s presence in his waking life.  It is an acknowledgement of the personal 

nature of divine knowledge, the intimacy and condescension required to accommodate deity 

to humankind’s vantage and experience.  God’s two-part revelation to Adam is a careful 

communication that while God is available within experience he is not reducible to it.  The 

divine word and presence is not contingent upon nature; nature is contingent upon the divine 

word.   That deity is personal and particular and available within the natural world but not to 

be confused for a creature within that world is the fundamental distinction Satan refused, 

which instigated the collapse of his understanding and place in God’s kingdom. 

The experience of an ordered and meaningful world is only available to Adam within 

the context of obedience to the divine voice.  Should he transgress the “sole command” 
                                                           
354 Satan consoles himself in Book I with the notion that, though his circumstances have been 

transformed, he is “One who brings / A mind not to be changed by Place or Time” (I.252-3). 
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(VIII.329) his experience of the world will dis-locate and the world will become, for him, 

hostile and alien (“woe and sorrow”), inasmuch as he will have abdicated and thus been 

“expell’d” from his place in the economy of the divine word.  The world will turn into a riddle 

made all the more difficult to interpret because of the experience of suffering.  Adam’s 

understanding of himself and the world are contingent on his adherence to the divine word.  In 

this condition he is granted a “sudden apprehension” of the nature of creatural life in the 

world as the Lord brings the birds and beasts before him to be named.  His naming does not 

alter or create but describes their natures as the particular creatures they are.  His naming 

shows his personal apprehension of a “knowledge God endu’d,” a knowledge that apprehends 

God’s world and the place of creatures in that world.  By fulfilling the divine directive to 

name the creatures, Adam comes into an awareness not only of their discreet natures but of 

his relationship to them, his God-given role of dominion over and stewardship of the 

sublunary world.   

This performance of understanding God’s world and his place within it also piques his 

desire for companionship, since none of the creatures he encounters can provide what, Adam 

confesses, “I found not what methought I wanted still” (VIII.355).  The more he catalogues 

creatural relations that are more formal and hierarchical, the more he comes into an awareness 

of his need for a true bond, “Collateral love, and dearest amity” (VIII.426): 

Among unequals what society  

Can sort, what harmony or true delight?  

Which must be mutual, in proportion due  

Giv’n and receiv’d. 

    (VIII.383-6) 
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The knowledge of God that offers a knowledge of the external world and his place in it, opens 

the place of self-reflection, which even as lament is a form of self-understanding.  The divine 

voice is pleased to patiently unfold and describe this education: “And find thee knowing not 

of Beasts alone, / Which thou hast rightly nam’d, but of thyself” (VIII.438-9).  Self-

knowledge emerges from Adam’s sharpening awareness of his need for companionship that is 

not hierarchical but mutual.  Constructing his experience of a world in which he is naturally 

subject to God, who is beyond the world, and in which the beast and fowl are naturally subject 

to and unlike him, Adam’s loneliness in the world grows in his consciousness until he 

recognizes the lack of mutual, creatural companionship to be a deficiency that threatens all 

experience: “In solitude / What happiness, who can enjoy alone, / Or all enjoying, what 

contentment find?” (VIII.364-6).  God allows the prelapsarian Adam to experience this 

deficiency in the good creation because God is not done creating Adam.  Alone, he is perhaps 

prone to the fantasy of autonomy, or to the despair of Milton’s speaker.  So, central to Adam’s 

education is his experience of his own isolation as an aberration.  Like his frustration at the 

mute hills and dales, Adam experiences, and recognizes through experience, that his being 

alone is not a strength but a weakness.  He is not yet the “good” the rest of creation has been 

called.  But like Milton’s speaker, Adam himself cannot conjure the remedy and society he 

requires.   

To dramatize this point, the Lord God returns Adam to a deep slumber, again 

employing his “fancy” to show him what he would otherwise not know—in this case, the 

creation of his bride—re-enacting the way in which our knowledge and experience of God in 

the world are not reducible to the world but consist in deity’s incarnational engagement with 

that world.  This supernatural engagement with the natural is not seamless or transparent, as 
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the somewhat elusive nature of the “shape Divine” and the rupture following the vision 

indicate.  Once Eve is formed, Adam sees her in his fancy and experiences “amorous delight,” 

but then, in an almost exact inversion of the experience of the bereft speaker of Sonnet 23, 

Shee disappear’d, and left me dark, I wak’d  

To find her . . . not far off,  

Such as I saw her in my dream . . .  

On she came,  

Led by her Heav’nly Maker, though unseen,   

And guided by his voice.  

       (VIII.478-83)  

Like the first, this dream places Adam in relation to his world, not in the arboreal habitus or in 

dominion over creatures, but in human society and mutual companionship.  Both dreams offer 

him understanding, perspective, and experience he could not have authored, but upon which 

his understanding of God, the world, and himself depend.  The divine voice that directed the 

gradual education of his consciousness and experience now directs his companion to his side.  

The divine figure is again hidden from physical sight but known and experienced through the 

historical activity of his guiding word.  Adam has been presented with two experiences of 

special revelation that are transformative but disruptive, settling and unsettling, like and 

unlike his prior experience.  We are left to conclude that even in the idyllic world of 

uncorrupted nature, even with the God-given light of reason, without being interrupted by 

special revelation, Adam is unable to truly know himself, his world, or his God.  Perhaps even 

more surprisingly, special revelation creates in Adam the desire for, and satisfaction of, 

human companionship.  The divine word’s incarnational activity not only places Adam in a 
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personal, nurturing relationship with his Creator; it not only places him in a world he can 

know and enjoy; it also places him in a companionate marriage without which his experience 

of God and the world are incomplete.   

 

 

What Dreams May Come 

If the dreams in Paradise Lost have thus far stood for the arena of the mental, a form 

of human experience not circumscribed by immediate physical restraints or prior experiences, 

then like the mental, through which Adam noted one may indulge in “vague cogitations and 

subtleties,” we shouldn’t be surprised that dreams are open to contamination.  The mental, we 

have learned, requires the “Sweet of life” to ground and calibrate its travels.  It is not of itself 

a world to live in, but one way of accessing, interpreting, and constructing our experience of 

the world.  Eve’s first experience with dreaming, recounted in Book 5, is the reverse of 

Adam’s.  Before retelling it to her spouse, she is relieved to discover that by waking from it, 

its images are erased.  For Adam, waking brought the dream to life in and as the world.  For 

Eve, waking abolishes the dream.  Nevertheless, the dream leaves a distinct mental 

impression, one vivid enough to be rehearsed in a detailed retelling.   

As she begins to unfold it to Adam from memory, we notice that, unlike Adam’s 

experience, in which the dream “lively shadowed” the real world, Eve’s dream embellished 

the world, presenting images, such as the Tree of Knowledge, “Much fairer to [her] Fancie 

then by day” (V.53).  The presence of the satanic is the presence of heightened desire.  But the 

satanic is always also derivative, depending for its temptations on aping the divine and natural 

orders.  Innocent to differentiation, Eve is drawn into the dream by a “gentle voice,” which 
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she believes to be Adam’s.  She wakes to this voice within the dream to find the satanic 

dream-world is night, not day.  The tempter playfully cajoles,  

Why sleepst thou, Eve?  Now is the pleasing time. 

The cool, the silent, save where silence yields 

To the night-warbling Bird, that now awake  

Tunes sweetest his love-labor'd song; now reignes 

Full Orb'd the Moon, and with more pleasing light 

Shadowie sets off the face of things; in vain, 

If none regard; Heav'n wakes with all his eyes, 

Whom to behold but thee, Natures desire,  

In whose sight all things joy, with ravishment 

Attracted by thy beauty still to gaze. 

         (V.38-47) 

 

Pleasure is immediately foregrounded as the motive for action.  And pleasure is embellished 

by satanic comparatives, so the “softer” light of the moon dances coyly in a “shadowie” light.  

The “silence” in which all the world sleeps means those who awake at night can look upon an 

unseen world.  In other words, the pleasures offered here are fugitive and voyeuristic, a secret 

form of knowledge and experience unenjoyed by those who slumber.  Inverting the speaker’s 

dilemma, Satan offers the darkness of night as a world of deeper pleasure, a more delectable 

knowledge.  To do this, he renders sight and blindness acts of the will, the decision to wake or 

remain asleep, to choose to know or persist in ignorance.  Should she choose to wake and 

follow, she will see a world otherwise hidden.  Should she remain asleep and refuse it, the 

bounty of that vision sits “in vain.”  In one of the Prolusions, Milton writes, “the human 

intellect, as head and ruler, surpasses in splendor the other faculties of the mind; it governs 

and illuminates with its splendor the will itself, otherwise blind and dark, that like the moon 

shines with another’s light.”355  In the satanic dream the moon—blind will—is granted its own 

                                                           
355 Quoted in Northrop Frye on Milton and Blake, Vol. 16, (Toronto, University of Toronto 

Press), 75.   
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self-generating light, a deceptive illumination steered by the appetite rather than by the light 

of divine reason.   

Significantly, the satanic claim is that the enjoyment of this secret world is not only 

the joy of seeing and knowing it but of being seen by it, of being the centerpiece of another’s 

gaze than Adam’s.  In this shadowy world of the appetite, Eve is told, she will be uniquely 

desired in the broad gaze of “heaven’s eyes.”  This figure presumably refers to the stars in the 

sky, but Satan deliberately reifies it to represent an amalgam of the divine and the natural 

which transforms the divine into a lecherous host of eyes, feasting “with ravishment / 

Attracted by [Eve’s] beauty still to gaze” (V.46-7).  The use of the personal pronoun for 

“Heav’n” suggests without naming the creator God but blurs the referent with “Nature’s 

desire” and in the eroticized image subjects the angelic court, to a desire for Eve and her 

body, dissolving the divine hierarchy by elevating Eve’s importance as an object secretly 

desired by Heav’n and Nature.  “Heav’n” is recast by Satan in the role of lecherous stalker or 

lovesick voyeur, a being not only in the world but subject to its lusts.  “[I]n vain,” then, comes 

to stands both for the satanic description of a world potentially unnoticed by Eve and for the 

exhibitionist pleasure Eve will experience knowing that her body is being ogled by the silent, 

watching world.   

Eve’s actual dilemma at this moment is in large part her experiential innocence.  

Having only heard Adam’s voice, she is unable to distinguish between his and the satanic 

pretender’s; she rises and begins to search for her husband, instead finding herself before “the 

Tree of / Interdicted knowledge” (V.51-2), which appears as a sensual wonder.  Beside the 

tree is an angelic creature with “dewy locks . . . Ambrosia” (V.56-7) whose gaze upon the tree 

mirrors her own and helps direct her desire.  The intrusion of the satanic is the intrusion of the 
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immediacy of emotion and sensation uncoupled from the knowledge or voice of God, or 

Adam as his mediator.  The voice of Satan breaks Eve’s disoriented silence,  

O fair Plant, said he, with fruit surcharg'd, 

Deigns none to ease thy load and taste thy sweet, 

Nor God, nor Man; is Knowledge so despis'd?  

Or envie, or what reserve forbids to taste? 

        (V.58-61) 

This apostrophe severs the tree from its Creator, re-describing it as an autonomous creature 

burdened with excess, in need of charitable relief, yearning to offer its gifts to others.  Satan 

represents God only as a negative will, refusing to care for and enjoy his creation, pernicious, 

punitive, petty, or misheard:  

Forbid who will, none shall from me withhold 

Longer thy offer’d good, why else set here? 

This said he paus'd not, but with vent’rous Arm 

He pluckt, he tasted; mee damp horror chill'd 

At such bold words voucht with a deed so bold 

       (V.62-66) 

What so startles and disturbs Eve is the proximity of Satan’s speech and action; there is no 

delay, no time for reflection or discussion or interpretation: “he paus’d not.”  All is impulse.  

The intervals between emotion, reasoning, and action or sensation are collapsed in a way that 

unsettles her because she is capable of, and accustomed to, reflection.   

Acting thus, he exults in the fruit, whose discrete sensuality is amplified by its being 

enjoyed, like Eve’s body being ravished by Heav’ns eyes:   
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O Fruit Divine, 

Sweet of thy self, but much more sweet thus cropt, 

Forbidd'n here, it seems, as onely fit 

For God's, yet able to make Gods of Men:  

And why not Gods of Men, since good, the more 

Communicated, more abundant growes, 

The Author not impair'd, but honourd more? 

          (V.67-73) 

 

As Satan severed Eve’s body from its Creator and exulted in it as a form of forbidden fruit 

displayed for anonymous as well as auto-erotic enjoyment, so the actual fruit is isolated in his 

speech and praised as “Sweet of thy self,” a thing in itself that ought to be enjoyed by as many 

eyes and mouths as possible since its value is in itself not in its relationship to God: “since 

good, the more / Communicated, more abundant growes” (V.71-2).  Satanic pleasures are 

utilitarian, exhibitionist, immediate, and indiscriminate.   

As with his obfuscation of “Heaven’s eyes” and “Natures desire,” Satan deliberately 

misinterprets God’s word, ascribing to terms like “divine” “author” and “forbidden” meanings 

that diverge from or obscure those communicated by God to Adam.  It is the fruit itself that 

Satan calls “Divine” and “Sweet of thyself,” and the transition from the apostrophe, which, 

however subtly, grants the fruit agency apart from God, to the interrogative, which situates 

God’s presence in the sentence as an object of discussion and interrogation but not an agent 

directly addressed, an interlocutor worth considering, or a being with whom one is always 

already in a subordinate relationship.  Even the evocation of “The Author” is ambiguous since 

he has just suggested the tree is its own author, “Sweet of thyself,” in the same way he had 

praised Eve as beautiful in herself, discrete and independent.  “Author” also stands here as an 

abstraction of any (hypothetical) source of the “good.”  Moreover, the deliberate imprecision 

of “Gods” yet again multiplies and diffuses deity into the angelic host, dissolving both 
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hierarchy and particularity, depersonalizing God and dislocating Eve from that relational 

structure, which Satan makes explicit by exalting Eve into that same, vague company: 

Here, happy Creature, fair Angelic Eve, 

Partake thou also; happy though thou art,  

Happier thou may’st be, worthier canst not be: 

Taste this, and be henceforth among the Gods 

Thyself a Goddess, not to Earth confin’d, 

But sometimes in the Air, as wee, sometimes 

Ascend to Heav’n, by merit thine, and see  

What life the Gods live there, and such live thou. 

           (V.74-81) 

 

In Adam’s dream, God elevated him to better apprehend the world and his place in relation to 

it.  Here Satan elevates Eve to demean the world in her experience and her desire and to peer 

instead into the life of the Gods and partake of that glory.  It is not clear if Satan’s language 

means to evoke a polytheist heaven, or if he means to evoke the angelic beings as “Gods” or 

“sons of God” after the scriptural parlance in Job 38, but its effect is surely to disorient Eve’s 

sense of “how the heavens go” while evoking the satanic comparative: “Happier thou mayst 

be; worthier canst not be.”  This perspectival shift is the opposite experienced by Adam in his 

dream, tearing Eve from the context in which she can properly construct her experience, 

interpret the world, and know God aright.  If God’s transportation gave Adam a deeper 

appreciation of his creatureliness and immanence, Eve’s elevation is an invitation to 

transcendence that degrades and disregards the embodied world.  Eve is lifted up by the 

assertion that she is “angelic Eve” who belongs “among the Gods / Thyself a Goddess, not to 

Earth confin’d” (V.77-8).  Creatureliness is cast by Satan as an undue limit on her being and 

knowing, a crude gnostic claim that the Earth is low and corrupt and that she ought to 

“Ascend to Heav’n, by Merit thine, and see what life the Gods live there and such live thou.”  
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Her place is not earthly.  She, in herself, as the one Heaven’s eyes greedily recognize and 

perversely enjoy, deserves a higher station than the lowly earth.   

This perspective is initiated by the immediacy of satanic desire and action which is not 

only deceptive but coercive:  

So saying, he drew nigh, and to me held, 

Even to my mouth of that same fruit held part 

Which he had pluckt; the pleasant savoury smell 

So quick'n’d appetite, that I, methought,  

Could not but taste. 

        (V.82-6) 

This intrusion of desire seems to erase the possibility of reflection.  This is made even more 

obvious when the imagined tasting of the fruit triggers Satan’s elevation of Eve.   

Severed from her relationship to God, this new transcendent perspective is 

disorienting and brief.  Transcendence qua transcendence as ideology without experience, 

sensation without reflection, provides no place from which to stand, no mountain peak from 

which to survey and converse, only a brief, silent elevation before a sudden sinking down:  

Forthwith up to the Clouds 

With him I flew, and underneath beheld 

The Earth outstretcht immense, a prospect wide 

And various: wond’ring at my flight and change 

To this high exaltation; suddenly 

My guide was gon, and I, me thought, sunk down, 

And fell asleep. 
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         (V.86-92) 

Upon transporting her suddenly upward, Eve’s guide as suddenly vanishes.  Like the 

immediacy of emotion and sensation he represents, the satanic is no guide, no stable bond, 

only a disruption, a compulsion, a provocation.  The voice compels and propels but it does not 

guide because its guidance is that Eve needs no guide because she is self-sufficient and her 

subjection is an illusion. 

When Eve is finished with her narrative, Adam attempts to account for the dream by 

reflecting on reason and the way it frames imagination, noting that in sleep, reason sleeps, and 

so fancy is unframed.  As a result, it has no bounds or limits or shape and can produce 

monstrous or unsettling thoughts:  

    But know that in the Soul  

Are many lesser faculties that serve  

Reason as chief; among these Fancy next 

Her office holds; of all external things,  

Which the five watchful Senses represent,  

She forms Imaginations, Aery shapes, 

Which Reason joining or disjoining, frames   

All what we affirm or what deny, and call 

Our knowledge or opinion; then retires 

Into her private Cell when Nature rests. 

              (V.100-9)  

 

He speculates that her dream is the result of their previous conversation about God’s warnings 

being stirred up and altered by fancy sans reason.  But the addition of the figure and his 

speech is unclear.  Adam resolves that  

Evil into the mind of God or Man  

May come and go, so unapprov’d, and leave  

No spot or blame behind: Which gives me hope  

That what in sleep thou didst abhor to dream,  
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Waking thou never wilt consent to do. 

     (V.117-21)   

Eve is somewhat heartened, but she cannot help but wipe tears from her eyes.  Adam cannot 

adequately understand the impact of the dream because he knows it only second-hand and 

interpretively, not as a primary experience.  Though he has experienced the dream 

vicariously, he cannot fully account for or anticipate the dream’s impact on them both.  He is 

unable to adequately solace Eve or appreciate the impression this mental event of sin has on 

her self-understanding and interpretation of the world.   

Part of that impression is deepened simply by her communicating the dream to Adam.  

As an act, it prevents Eve from suffering alone and interpreting in isolation, but it also 

multiplies the dream’s effect as a mental event now shared, however unevenly, between them.  

It does not come and go and “leave no spot . . . behind”: “The trouble of thy thoughts this 

night in sleep / Affects me equally” (V.96-7).  Though this statement is not strictly true and 

may arise as an impulsive expression of sympathy, Eve’s communication of the dream clothes 

in a vivid, experiential narrative what for Adam had been a comparatively general warning 

about an adversary.  The particularized, phenomenological nature of this mental event—

replete with dialogue, reflection, desire, and decision—plainly complicates their subsequent 

conversations and reframes their interpretations of both their environment and themselves.  

An alternate order of meaning has been introduced, if rejected outright, and since it was 

experienced by and spoken to Eve directly, it has also put her in the unfamiliar role of 

mediator.  Her trust in Adam still seems implicit, but he is now operating at a first remove, the 

insidious effects of which will manifest in their pivotal conversation later that day.   
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If the debate over the circumstances of their work reveals the mental impression the 

dream has left on both, it is also a convincing display of the level of mutuality Adam and Eve 

genuinely share.  No one is given the stronger lines; no one clearly dominates: it is a 

genuinely deep and thoughtful conversation, where each listens to the other before responding 

and advancing their case.356  The impetus, nonetheless, lies with Eve, and clearly stems from 

the effect of the dream on her personal reflections.  As if desiring to confront the adversary or 

to prove to herself in her actual, waking experience she is not as vulnerable as she was made 

to feel by the unsolicited wonder of the dream, Eve advocates they labor separately in the 

garden.  Understanding that Satan cannot harm or kill them physically, Eve interprets Adam’s 

desire to help and protect her, should the enemy attack, as fundamentally a protection against 

her being deceived.   

His fraud is then thy fear, which plain infers 

Thy equal fear that my firm Faith and Love 

Can by his fraud be shak’n or seduc’t; 

Thoughts, which how found they harbor in thy breast, 

Adam, misthought of her to thee so dear? 

        (IX.285-9) 

Having felt unfairly and unexpectedly coerced in the dream, Eve interprets Adam’s hesitancy 

as his lack of faith in her resolve or capacity to resist temptation or confront an explicit 
                                                           
356 It is important to remember, with regard to the scriptural teachings about mutuality and 

authority in marriage, and what Northrop Frye believes “many readers of Milton are apt to 

forget”:   

[T]he authority of husband over wife is spiritual authority only.  No man, except a 

man living entirely by the light of the gospel, would have the kind of integrity of 

which such an authority would be a by-product, nor could a woman who did not have 

a corresponding integrity be capable of responding to it.  

See Frye, The Return of Eden, 63. 
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deception.   This unnerves her since it seems to reproduce in the actual world her experience 

in the dream, which Adam had suggested was merely the “wild work” of “mimic Fancy,” 

“misjoining shapes,” “ill matching words and deeds.”357  Adam responds pragmatically, 

asking what they would gain by trying themselves against their adversary alone.  He argues 

that his caution is not suspicion of her weakness but an acknowledgment of the adversary’s 

strength: “Subtle he needs must be, who could seduce / Angels, nor think superfluous others’ 

aid” (IX.307-8).  But Eve’s suspicion are not unfounded.  Adam acknowledges that 

mankind’s true vulnerability is not the foe as such but our own embodied condition, which he 

describes as our vulnerability to appearances: 

     within himself  

The danger lies, yet lies within his power:  

Against his will he can receive no harm.   

But God left free the Will, for what obeys 

Reason is free, and Reason he made right, 

But bid her well beware, and still erect, 

Lest by some fair appearing, good surpris’d  

She dictate false, and misinform the Will 

To do what God expressly hath forbid. 

    (V.49-56) 

 

For Adam, fraud is the moment when the will is directed by the apparent rather than the actual 

sense of things.  This misdirection occurs when reason—which ought always to direct the will 

(the only sequence that comprises free action)—is subordinated or occluded in the instance of 

a wonderous and disorienting sight.  The collapse of the reflective interval, the subordination 

of reason, or interpretation, for the sake of the impulse stirred by the image, is, for Adam, not 

a necessary effect but one much more likely to occur if a person is alone.  

Adam and Eve’s companionship and communication provides the strongest protection 

against impulse and deception because mutuality is not just a pleasant form of married love 
                                                           
357 See V.110-13. 
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for certain partners, it is the richest context of embodiment and incarnation in which reason 

and reflection can be tried and refined.   When she first woke from her dream, Adam had 

encouraged Eve, 

of all external things,  

Which the five watchful Senses represent,  

[Fancy] forms Imaginations, Aery shapes, 

Which Reason joining or disjoining, frames  

All what we affirm or what deny, and call 

Our knowledge or opinion 

            (V.104-8) 

Without their mutual company and conversation, reason’s framing operation is left to battle 

against the immediacy and power of the sensory, unaided: 

I from the influence of thy looks receive 

Access in every Virtue, in thy sight  

More wise, more watchful, stronger, if need were  

Of outward strength; while shame, thou looking on,  

Shame to be overcome or overeacht 

Would utmost vigor raise, and rais’d unite. 

Why shouldst not thou like sense within thee feel 

When I am present, and thy trial choose 

With me, best witness of thy Virtue tri’d. 

             (IX.309-17) 

 

Eve’s insistence on trying her virtue alone evokes Milton’s comment in Areopagitica: “I 

cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that never sallies 

out and sees her adversary, but slinks out o the race where that immortal garland is to be run 

for, not without dust and heat.”358  Yet for Adam the exercise of virtue is not awakened by an 

                                                           
358 Hughes, Milton, 728. 
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awareness of its negative, but by Eve’s presence and their mutual companionship.  Her 

presence and their discourse stirs a longing in him to be virtuous, to stretch his capacities for 

wisdom, vigilance, and strength.  If this is chivalric, it is also ordinary, founded not in 

abstraction or idealization but in incarnate, mutual society.  As such, Adam genuinely 

presumes the same motivating structure is at work in her (“Why shouldst not thou like sense 

within thee feel”).   

When Eve raises the question of their freedom, Adam affirms they have been made 

free, not unnecessarily or artificially cloistered, and that this is part of their creation’s 

perfection:    

Against his will he can receive no harm. 

But God left free the Will, for what obeys 

Reason, is free, and Reason he made right, 

But bid her well beware, and still erect,  

Lest by some fair appearing, good surprised 

She dictate false, and misinform the Will  

            (IX.346, 350-5) 

The free exercise of the will is only realized as the will is submitted to reason; otherwise 

sensation, or emotion—"fair appearing, good surprised”—misdirect the will.359  This 

misdirection is not wholly irrational but a crooked form of reasoning, foreshadowing a 

contrast between the serpent’s twisted body and speech, and the form of reasoning that 

                                                           
359 On the relationship of freedom to the hierarchy of the soul, see Frye, The Return to Eden, 

60. 
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proceeds according to the divine word, which is “still erect,” fully human (“rise, Adam”), and 

metaphysically hierarchical, as opposed to the satanic dream of equality with the divine.360   

The question of Eve’s capacity is not simply her capacity for reflection, which she 

exercises up to and including the very moment of considering the forbidden fruit before her to 

which she apostrophizes before deciding to take and eat; the question is her capacity to reason 

according to the divine word.  When Adam speaks to Eve about reason and the will, and the 

influence and accountability their God-directed companionship provides that rationality and 

reflection, he is speaking from the vantage of life before Eve, from a reflective space that can 

compare his motives and his actions pre- and post-union.  Eve cannot.  She does not have the 

experience of autonomy, cannot apprehend a form of being and reflection in which Adam is 

not already present.  She suggests as much when she remarks: 

Offspring of Heav’n and Earth, and all Earth’s Lord, 

That such an Enemy we have, who seeks 

Our ruin, both by thee inform’d I learn, 

And from the parting Angel over-heard 

As in a shady nook I stood behind, 

Just then return’d at shut of Ev’ning Flow’rs. 

      (IX.273-8)  

Having never known a world before human society and having not received revelation 

through direct discourse but second-hand, which is to say mediated through other persons, 

signs, and messengers, however inspired, Eve’s desire is to test herself by the experience of 

solitariness from which Adam’s perspective is born.  But Adam’s experience is not 
                                                           
360 Indeed, Satan claims in Book I that he is God’s equal, as to reason, and only “force hath 

made [God] supreme / Above his equals” (I.248-9). 
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transferable, so this desire itself is, at the very least, misinformed.  Far before she stands 

before the tree and considers the fruit, Eve has been influenced by the satanic impetus to 

autonomy, desiring an unmediated experience of God and God’s all-sufficiency.  Satan’s 

insistence on his own autonomy has made a deep impression on Eve’s self-understanding and 

desire.  

Eventually, Adam does relent and they part ways for the day.  Isolation is indeed 

Satan’s preference.  In his serpent shape, he approaches Eve, addressing her with what the 

speaker calls Satan’s “Proem,” insofar as it is set as pleasing, poetic speech capable of 

constructing a new world of thought and argument apart from the divine word and order of 

things.  The irony for Satan, or any apostate, is his “creativity” can only rise to the level of 

repetition; he can have no original ideas since his apostasy has severed him from the source of 

all creation.  He is relegated to shaping and re-shaping derivatives and imitations.  

Significantly, he begins his discourse with Eve not with a new idea, but by taking up and 

repeating the line of flattery and entreaty he first sounded in her dream.  He uses this flattery 

to take advantage of and redirect her astonishment at the coincidence of his form and speech:   

Wonder not, sovran Mistress, if perhaps  

Thou canst, who are sole Wonder . . . 

Thee all living things gaze upon, all things thine  

By gift, and thy Celestial Beauty adore 

With ravishment beheld, there best beheld  

Where universally admir’d: but here  

In this enclosure wild, these Beasts among, 

Beholders rude, and shallow to discern 

Half what in thee is fair, one man except, 

Who sees thee? (and what is one?) who shouldst be seen 

A Goddess among Gods, ador’d and serv’d 

By Angels numberless, thy daily Train. 

(IX.532-3, 539-48) 

 



260 
 

“Tuning” his poetic discourse to the theme of unjust restriction already begun in the dream—

where he had transported her in a brief fantasy of transcendence, freed from her God-given 

habitat and bond—he now re-emphasizes that her life as an embedded creature in the 

terrestrial world is a claustrophobic curse and imprisonment, since her “Celestial Beauty” 

emanates from a higher order of being and deserves a better audience than this crude panoply 

of dumb beasts and a single man “(and what is one?).”  The door having already been wedged 

opened by the flattery and brief flight of her dream, “Into the Heart of Eve his words made 

way.”  

Their discourse proceeds with Satan free to cast her as his right superior, his 

sovereign, subtly conscripting her, through her mere participation in the conversation, in a 

performance of her own exaltation: “Empress of this fair World, resplendent Eve . . . / What 

thou command’st and right thou should’st be obey’d” (IX.568,70).  The poetics of Eve’s 

satanic exaltation is further layered by his answer to her question about the source of his 

elevated capacities of human speech and cognition.  Seizing on her disorientation, he 

interprets the marvel before her, asserting that he who previously had “apprehended nothing 

high” “chanc’d / A goodly Tree far distant to behold” (IX.575-6), whose aspect and fair fruit 

“more pleas’d [his] sense” and piqued his “sharp desire” than anything had among the usual 

environs of the garden.  In other words, both the deepest sensory experience imaginable and 

the power of creatural exaltation are available in the same psycho-spiritual place—“far distant 

to behold”—beyond the norms and boundaries of creaturely life (“this enclosure wild”), to 

which Eve is accustomed.   

This wonder that, coiled, speaks before her, claims its origin from an authority and 

experience beyond the form of life Eve shares with Adam, beyond the border the divine word 
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has established for their habits and habitat.  In that space outside the divine word, desire and 

sensation are granted an immediacy the Satanic word suggests are irresistible: 

To satisfy the sharp desire I had  

Of tasting those fair Apples, I resolv’d  

Not to defer; hunger, and thirst, at once 

Powerful persuaders, quick’n’d at the scent  

Of that alluring fruit, urg’d me so keen. 

                (IX.584-8)   

The syntax here slithers through the statement of desire, pauses to decide to eat, marked by 

the break for the semicolon, after which the subject of the sentence, Satan’s “I,” dissolves into 

the sensations themselves, “Hunger, and thirst,” whose staccato foregrounds the urgent, 

halting force of these “Powerful persuaders.”  Immediate sensation supersedes and bends the 

will, dethroning reason.  As we have seen, the rational framework that properly orders 

creatural desire depends in no small part on the proper encumbrance provided by particular 

relationships, both divine and human.  In that sociality and dialogue, one is not left as prone to 

immediate impulse or listless self-reflection but is offered another word than one’s own—first 

divine, then human—to frame and negotiate sensation and desire.  In the satanic fantasy of 

un-encumbered self-realization, this collapses into monologue and apostrophe, which are the 

same thing.  

To approach the tree is to allow the satanic word to frame desire, to engage in the 

fantasy of autonomy by allowing oneself to be isolated from the bonds provided by God.  

Such autonomy is fantasy both because it ignores life’s author and because it veils the role 

that satanic society plays in generating the idea of autonomy to begin with.  We should recall 
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that Satan’s rebellion began with the very idea that he had given birth to himself, when in fact, 

out of his head burst sin and death, the fruit of that fantasy which is idolatry.  This fantasy of 

being unmediated and of being able to construct experience without God’s mediating word 

and presence creates an echo-chamber of sensation and emotion that militates against the 

reflection and interpretation required to negotiate a world that is only available through 

mediation.     

But this begs the question, does Eve’s innocence prevent her from seeing and 

accepting the condition of God’s mediation?  What it highlights for Milton is the role of faith 

before the fall, the roll of companionship, and the conditions of difference and bodily life that 

does not allow for a flat equality of experience.  Is this tragic?  Under these essential, creatural 

conditions, is the fall avoidable?  If the very idea of unencumbered experience is strictly a 

satanic fantasy of transcendence, is it possible for Eve to reject it entirely once it has been 

placed in her mind?  The bleed-through here is that, for Milton’s speaker, our experience (and 

his) is plainly Eve’s.  There is in our experience of sin and alienation the overwhelming sense 

of a predisposition, an almost accidental failure of desire, like the accidents of disease, loss, 

or, indeed, blindness.  Inescapably colored by his creatural condition and experience of unjust 

suffering, Milton’s speaker cannot legitimately imagine a prelapsarian world that is wholly 

other than the world in which he was born.  His avatar in such an impossible landscape is Eve.  

She is our representative, not the federal head of orthodox theology, but the federal head of 

creaturely experience, provisional knowledge, and earnest, if maligned, desire.  Adam’s 

discourses with Angels, his serene and compassionate conversation, however admirable, ring 

a little too reasonable (to say nothing of the supreme austerity of the speaker’s imagined 

scenes of God in his heaven) when brought alongside our heavily mediated and partial 
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understanding of God, ourselves, and our world, a world in which we are always under assault 

by emotion, sensation, and the vicissitudes of perception. 

If our experience is uniquely inhibited by a predisposition to sin, Eve’s experience is 

uniquely inhibited by her naivete.  She believes the talking serpent is a valid possibility 

instead of an impossibility that should immediately signal its falsity.  Accustomed to 

encountering wonders, experiencing a world filled with angelic shapeshifters that are 

humanoid but winged, like the figure in her dream, and which are granted authority and 

knowledge she is not, Eve has experienced a panoply of possibilities, of which the talking 

serpent is just another iteration.  The only way Eve can discern in this instance, in other 

words, is not by reason or experience; both are insufficient for the task.  The interdiction 

alone—pure, special revelation—is the only form of knowledge available to her in this 

moment.  Revelation in the face of reason, revelation in the face of experience is the only way 

Eve can know the truth and its opposite.       

For Milton, the question isn’t about trying to get behind the fall, to crawl back into the 

garden like Jonson’s Infant of Saguntum crawling back into its mother’s womb at the sight of 

the world and its horrors.361  Instead, like the project of Of Education, for Milton’s speaker, 

the project of Paradise Lost is the project of exercising faith in a fallen world through 
                                                           
361 From the opening turn of Ben Jonson’s “To the Immortal Memory and Friendship of That 

Noble Pair, Sir Lucius Cary and Sir Henry Morison”:  

  Brave infant of Saguntum, clear  

Thy coming forth in that great year,  

When the prodigious Hannibal did crown  

His rage with razing your immortal town.  

Thou, looking then about,  

Ere thou wert half got out,  

Wise child, didst hastily return,  

And mad’st thy mother’s womb thine urn.  

Ben Jonson, The Complete Poems (New York: Penguin Books, 1998), 211-212. 
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obedience to revelation, even and especially when revelation runs contrary to reason and 

appearance.  In the face of our imperfect reason and the difficulty we have interpreting 

experience, we are called to learn to know God aright by faith, not by seeking an unmediated 

access to pure knowledge but by seeking to understand and obey the divine word in a world 

encumbered by bodies and wonders, a world in which our own eyes are “bleared and dimmed 

by prejudice and custom.”  As Milton writes in The Christian Doctrine,  

When we speak of knowing God, it must be understood with reference to the 

imperfect comprehension of man; for to know God as he really is, far transcends the 

power of man’s thoughts, much more of his perception . . . God therefore has made as 

full a revelation of himself as our minds can conceive, or the weakness of our nature 

can bear.362   

God’s self-disclosure is always already accommodated to our postlapsarian condition, not 

some other ideal state.  Amongst his key scriptural references for this statement is the phrase 

in 1 Cor. 13 we closed the previous chapter with: “For now we see through a glass, darkly; 

but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.”  To 

“see God” is to know God according to his self-revelation in the midst of the vulnerabilities 

and encumbrances of a world in constant need of interpretation and a faith in constant need of 

construction amid a chorus of many sonorous enchanters. 

Eve’s failure to be led through the narrow pass by the word of interdiction means that 

she constructs her experience in light of the false word of the serpent, telling Adam,  

This Tree is not as we are told, a Tree 

Of danger tasted, nor to evil unknown 
                                                           
362  Hughes, Milton, 905.  Milton’s scriptural citations for this statement include, Ex. 33:20, 

23; Is. 6:1; Jn. 1:18, 6:46, 5:37; and 1 Cor 13:12. 
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Op’ning the way, but of Divine effect  

To open Eyes, and make them Gods who taste 

             (IX.863-6) 

If the interdiction required belief despite appearances or the operation of reason alone, 

disobedience seeks to reason reality according to appearances, despite the divine word.  

Having believed the serpent’s “Reasoning to admiration” Eve also believes Satan’s account of 

the fruit’s effects as true to her experience:    

        I 

   Have also tasted, and have also found  

   Th’ effects to correspond, opener my Eyes, 

   Dim erst, dilated Spirits, ampler Heart, 

   And growing up to Godhead; which for thee 

   Chiefly I sought, without thee can despise. 

             (IX.873-8)  

The turn here to Adam is in keeping with her broken vision: she had separated to try herself 

and her faith in isolation, but now she claims to have tasted the fruit for Adam’s sake.  Their 

bondedness is deeper than the fiction of autonomy, but now that bondedness is given its own 

fictional account.  The alienation the fruit effects is not first physical but mental, dividing Eve 

from her history and disorienting her self-understanding.  Of a piece with this disorientation is 

her elevation of herself to the imagined experience of Godhead, which she casts as an 

evolution of consciousness and being (“ampler,” “opener,” “growing up”).     

Adam, for his part, is stunned at her expressions, rightly assessing that she has 

“yielded to transgress” the divine command and is “now to Death devote[d].”  Adam’s failure 
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does not come by his being tempted with Eve’s exuberant fantasy of shared bliss: “Thou 

therefore also taste, that equal Lot / May join us, equal Joy, as equal Love” (IX.881-2).  

Instead, Adam’s error is to elevate Eve to the place of God by elevating her tragic decision to 

a place more sovereign and determinative than God’s word.  Adam’s mistake is to believe in 

the power of Eve’s transgression more than he believes in the power of God’s forgiveness: 

“But past who can recall, or done undo? / Not God Omnipotent, nor Fate” (IX.926-7).  This 

elevation continues to play in his reasoning when he considers that perhaps she or they will 

not die because they are the pinnacle of God’s creation and to ruin them would be for God to 

admit God’s own failure: 

   Nor can I think that God, Creator wise, 

   Though threat’ning, will in earnest destroy 

Us his Prime Creatures, dignifi’d so high 

Set over all his Works, which in our Dall,  

For us created, needs with us must fail, 

Dependent made; so God shall uncreate,  

Be frustrate, do, undo, and labor lose, 

Not well conceiv’d of God 

                               (IX.938-45) 

 

Adam’s theologizing leads him to equate the creation and the Creator by a simple syllogism: 

if creation is dependent on mankind and his success, and mankind and his success is 

dependent on God, mankind’s failure is ultimately the failure not only of creation but the 

failure of the Creator.  Adam reasons that this failure will leave God prone to insult from the 

Adversary, another error that elevates Satan and his views to the status of an actual threat to 

Deity.  Adam thinks this threat of derision from God’s foe will encourage God not to destroy 

mankind and creation with him, since this would publicly admit God’s failure.  The public 

here, however, is still creation itself, if angelic, so Adam has rendered God subject to his own 
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creation.  Milton warns against this emotive error throughout The Christian Doctrine, 

asserting,  

It is better therefore to contemplate the Deity, and to conceive of him, not with 

reference to human passions, that is, after the manner of men, who are never weary of 

forming subtle imaginations respecting him, but after the manner of Scripture, that is, 

in the way God has offered himself to our contemplation.363  

Even Adam senses this logic may be quite tenuous, admitting the possibility that God will 

destroy them anyway.  But this is not an example of recovered sight, for in that moment 

Adam commits himself, not to God’s mercy or care, but to Eve’s fate.  His elevation of Eve to 

the place of God is sealed by his devotion to her fate over God’s will, turning the very 

mutuality that had been given them as a gift into a voluntary curse: 

   However I with thee have fixt my Lot, 

Certain to undergo like doom; if Death 

Consort with thee, for what thou art is mine; 

Our state cannot be sever’d, we are one, 

One Flesh; to lose thee were to lose myself. 

                (IX.952-9) 

Eve, in her fallen condition, is thrilled at this elevation of their love and mutual society over 

God: 

   O glorious trial of exceeding Love, 

   Illustrious evidence, example high! 

   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

                                                           
363 Ibid., 906. 
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   To undergo with mee one Guilt, one Crime, 

   If any be, of tasting this fair Fruit, 

   Whose virtue, for of good still good proceeds 

                      (IX.961-2, 971-3) 

She interprets the entire temptation event as a perverse felix culpa that has given them the 

chance to prove the sovereignty of their love.  The vision of the idolatrous is the elevation of 

the erotic as such, not as a type or sign of devotion to deity, or of deity’s devotion to 

humankind, but as a thing in itself, as meaningfulness itself.      

To secure Adam’s disobedience Eve gleefully offers him her word, herself, and her 

construction of experience in place of God’s and Adam’s own.  Led by emotion and 

sensation, her logic has inverted, seeing good where there is evil:  

      but I feel 

   Far otherwise th’ event, not Death, but Life 

   Augmented, op’n’d Eyes, new Hopes, new Joys, 

   Taste so Divine, that what of sweet before  

   Hath toucht my sense, flat seems to this, and harsh. 

   On my experience, Adam, freely taste,  

   And fear of Death deliver to the winds. 

            (IX.983-9) 

Her guarantor is her experience; this is the artifact she offers Adam when she offers him the 

fruit.  But experience is not transferrable, as we noted when Eve first desired Adam’s 

experience of direct discourse with deity.  Instead what is transferred when Adam eats the 
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fruit is a distorted but exhilarating way of seeing the world and constructing experience, a 

“fair appearing” not an actuality:   

   As with new Wine intoxicated both 

   They swim in mirth, and fancy that they feel 

   Divinity within them breeding wings 

   Wherewith to scorn the Earth 

          (IX.1009-10) 

The fantasy of transcendence courses through their senses and floods their reasoning, 

provoking the same disparagement of the lowly world Satan first pantomimed in Eve’s dream.  

The promise of flight from the material world, too, is just as brief as it was in the dream, for 

     that false Fruit  

   Far other operation first display’d, 

   Carnal desire inflaming, hee on Eve 

   Began to cast lascivious Eyes, she him  

   As wantonly repaid; in Lust they burn; 

           (IX.1011-15)        

The satanic vision of a lecherous host of eyes feasting on Eve’s flesh is now manifest in the 

gaze of her own husband.  Severed from God’s word and presence, their love and mutual 

companionship has collapsed into a mutual greed for private pleasure.   

The voluntary erasure of the divine word as the lens through which to construct their 

experience means their experience grows more and more claustrophobic and petty because, 

under the delusion of autonomy, the locus of their experience has shrunk to the size of their 

individual, immanent selves.  Gone is the grace-filled space of mutual companionship, gone 
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the presence of the divine voice that might otherwise interrupt their transformation from self-

giving lovers to self-serving antagonists.  The result is crystalized in the final lines of Book 

IX, which are among the saddest lines in the entire poem:  

   Thus they in mutual accusation spent  

   The fruitless hours, but neither self-condemning,  

And of thir vain contest appear’d no end. 

    (IX.1187-9) 

The fruit has turned to ashes in their mouths.  Humanity falls, not with a flourish of 

promethean defiance, but with the dull murmur of an interminable marital dispute.   

 

 

Mea Culpa, Felix Culpa 

If Eve is our representative, it is some consolation that after God’s arrival and 

departure in judgement, Eve is the first to exhibit a form of self-reflection sufficient to accept 

blame and desire forgiveness, lamenting to Adam: 

both have sinn’d, but thou 

Against God only, I against God and thee, 

And to the place of judgment will return,  

There with my cries importune Heav’n, that all 

The sentence from thy head remov’d may light 

On me, sole cause to thee of all this woe, 

Mee mee only just object of his ire. 

           (X.930-6)   

 

Her felix culpa has changed to a mea culpa, which is the basis of true repentance.  Adam, for 

his part, exhibits neither self-reflection nor repentance, and is unmoved even by Eve’s offer of 
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penal substitution.  Instead, he indulges in unremitting grief, rage, self-justification, and 

misogyny.364   

Despairing of Adam’s inability or unwillingness to embrace any other perspective of 

their circumstances, Eve suggests a double suicide.  This is Eve’s attempt to solace Adam by 

fully embracing the tragic condition to which his mind appears so resolutely fixed.  Her 

suggestion forces Adam to stare down the trajectory of his own reasoning and rage, his 

exasperation at God’s decision to delay their deaths, and this ultimately chastens him.  He 

begins to reflect more deeply on his own failure and on the possibilities of life after tragedy.  

In doing so, he constructs a future with God in it, though he knows the conditions of their 

world will change.  Reflecting on the grace and patience God exhibited even as he described 

the consequences of their disobedience, Adam insists, 

How much more, if we pray him, will his ear 

Be open, and his heart to pity incline, 

And teach us further by what means to shun 

Th’ inclement Seasons, Rain, Ice, Hail and Snow 

   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   

  

And what may else be remedy or cure 

To evils which our own misdeeds have wrought, 

Hee will instruct us praying, and of Grace 

Beseeching him, so as we need not fear 

To pass commodiously this life, sustain’d 

By him with many comforts, till we end 

In dust, our final rest and native home. 

        (X.1060-3, 1079-85) 

 

The way home, even unto death, is a form of life that traverses the uncertain and inclement 

world, struggles with the ongoing effects of disobedience on their desires and perceptions 

(“evils which our own misdeeds have wrought”), yet actively entreats and expects the pity, 

instruction, and grace of God.  Eve’s early turn to accountability and compassion expands 
                                                           
364 X.867-907. 
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their corporate capacity for reflection and opens the space for a new construction of 

experience, which Adam casts as an ongoing education out of error, with God as their teacher 

and guide.  Confessing their blindness through ongoing prayer, they hope to be led homeward 

by the one who sees.  Tragedy is about the experience of human suffering, the experience of 

failing to know or control one’s world. Tragedy is not an abstract concept; its knowledge is 

personal.  Tragedy represents human existence as a problem, a riddle without easy or reliable 

answers.  As such, the world of tragedy is a world where human decisions and actions are 

always implicitly cast as wagers on what is ultimately uncertain--the future, fate, human 

reason, God.  Tragedy thus exposes in dramatic form the limits of human knowledge and the 

contingent nature of human existence.  Tragedy reveals simultaneously our desire to control 

the world in which we find ourselves and the impossibility of doing so.  To say that Paradise 

Lost is a scriptural romance and the conclusion of scriptural romance is felix culpa, does not 

erase the experience of tragedy; it cancels its ultimate effects.  The wisdom that comes to 

Adam and Eve through suffering is personal and not easily expunged, but it is wisdom won 

through the felix culpa, where error has been transformed into the occasion of faith and the 

exercise of true virtue.   

We noted at the beginning of this chapter that the felix culpa does not close Paradise 

Lost in a happy narrative circle.  The ultimate ending of Paradise Lost takes the felix culpa as 

an impetus for Adam and Eve to enter history.  To leave Eden is to accept that it is possible to 

return to God through experience.  It is also to accept that such a return will necessarily be 

across uncharted terrain, since choice is required amid a field of contraries, experience is not 

transferrable, our vision is partial, and home is union with God in a kingdom that has not yet 

appeared.  In the felix culpa, the object of faith’s sight is certain; perception of that object is 
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not.  Yet the life of faith does not require perfect clarity, only sufficient vision to move 

forward, constructing experience according to the light of Scripture and its presentation of the 

personality, teachings, and fate of Jesus, who, the writer of Hebrews tells us, “[T]hough he 

were the Son, yet learned he obedience, by the things which he suffered.  And being 

consecrated, was made the author of eternal salvation unto all them that obey him.”365  This is 

why Milton and his speaker do not end the poem with Adam’s declaration of the felix culpa, 

or with Michael’s vision of Christ.  For Milton, it is not enough to see redemption in the 

offing, as an abstraction or a dream; we must learn, “with wand’ring steps and slow,” to 

know, love, and imitate Christ in experience.  As Augustine writes in the Confessions, “Why 

are thou proud, O Man?  God, for thee, became low.  Thou woudst perhaps be ashamed to 

imitate a lowly man; then at least imitate the lowly God.”  To transcend the world we must 

traverse it; to be free from suffering we must learn obedience through it; to know God we 

must walk hand in hand with other people; to attain the highest perfection we must imitate the 

lowly God.  Only then can we say with the apostle John, “Dearly beloved, now are we the 

sons of God, but yet it is not made manifest what we shall be: and we know that when he shall 

be made manifest: we shall be like him: for we shall see him as he is.”366    

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
365 Heb. 5:8-9.   
366 1 Jn. 3:2. 
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