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Editor’s Foreword 

 
 

I am pleased to present the seventh edition of Ceræ: An Australasian Journal of Medieval 

and Early Modern Studies. One of the most interesting and exciting parts of setting a 

theme for each issue is seeing the unique ways in which the authors engage with that 

theme. This has certainly been the case for this volume, focused around ‘minority and 

marginalised experiences,’ wherein the three articles focus on gender and sexuality, 

emotion, and identity. 

Felipe E. Rojas explores the complex interplay of sexuality and gender 

performance in Lope de Vega’s El gallardo catalán. In particular, Rojas shows how Lope 

de Vega exploits the marginalized status of same-sex relationships to enhance conflict 

and tension – and, indeed, ambiguity – within El gallardo catalán. In her article, Emma 

Louise Barlow examines the emotive language of suicide in Dante’s Inferno. She argues 

that Dante’s representation of suicide exposes a ‘heterogenous yet shared experience 

of loss and despair’, and the narratives of those who had died by suicide reveal the 

profound personal marginalisation they experienced in life. The final article of the 

edition is Caroline Wilhelmsson’s study of Finland’s absence from the Swedish royal 

titulature, despite officially being a part of the Swedish kingdom from the twelfth 

century to the early nineteenth. Wilhelmsson examines not only the marginalisation of 

Finland within the Swedish kingdom, but also an investigates historical ethnonyms.  

In this volume, I am also excited to present our first creative piece, wherein 

Jordan Church describes the wombat in the style of a Middle English bestiary. Ceræ 

welcomes creative and other short pieces (Varia) throughout the year. From our next 

volume onwards, we would also like to encourage postgraduate students and early 

career researchers based at Australasian institutions to send descriptions of their new 
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or ongoing projects for inclusion in our Varia section. In addition to Varia, we continue 

to accept non-themed article submissions throughout the year.  

I would like to express my appreciation for the committee and editorial team of 

Ceræ for their dedication throughout this year – a full update of a constitution by an 

international team is an undertaking under the best of circumstances, let alone during 

a pandemic! Every member of the committee worked incredibly hard to bring Ceræ 

through a complex year, and to make the constitution into the best version of the 

document that it could be. Deputy Editors Victoria Shirley and Matthew Cleary have 

been invaluable members of the editorial team, and I am grateful to have worked 

alongside them this year. We are indebted to the exemplary work of our Book Reviews 

Editor, Minjie Su, and our Deputy Book Review Editor, Patrick Huang. Thanks go as 

well to outgoing editor Christina Cleary for her guidance and advice during the 

transition period a year ago. Finally, many thanks to our contributors, peer reviewers, 

and publishers: we could not, of course, produce this journal without them. I am 

grateful to them, and to the committee and editorial team of Ceræ, to supporting and 

promoting the scholarship of postgraduate and early career researchers. Volume 7 

marks Ceræ’s first edition as an independent publication, and I look forward to the 

journal’s future with eagerness and anticipation.  

 

Gwendolyne Knight 

Stockholm University 
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‘Hemos visto un mal tan fiero’: Sexual 
Ambiguity in Lope de Vega’s El gallardo 

catalán (1599–1603) 
  

    

 

Felipe E. Rojas 

West Liberty University 

   

Abstract: This article analyzes the reference to Ganymede in Lope de Vega’s El gallardo catalán [The Gallant 

Catalan] (1599–1603). Through close analysis of an ambiguous event that could have taken place in between 

scenes, this article examines how the characters in the play marginalize Clavela and Isabela’s presumed love affair. 

While Clavela is cross-dressed as man, the appearance of Ganymede, the cupbearer and lover of Jupiter, the text 

does not lose its controversial and punishable implication as both characters are sentenced to death which they 

inevitably escape as the truth comes out in the final scene of this Spanish comedia. Both readings of Clavela as a 

man or a woman leads the reader to the same conclusion: the relationship between Clavela/don Juan and Isabela 

would have been punishable under the sodomy laws of the seventeenth century. Despite the conventional happy 

ending, the potential love affair between these two characters is set within the confines of a German imperial naval 

ship. This article ends with an overview of the historical prominence of transgressive acts during nautical voyages 

across the sea. Ganymede is marginalized within Spanish early modern drama, while El gallardo catalán is a 

much-neglected text. This study demonstrates how this overlooked classical allusion and literary text contribute 

to the understanding and appreciation of early modern Spanish comedias. 

 

The production of Ganymedean art reached its zenith between the years 1530 and 1550 

as artists ‘produced the greatest number of Ganymede images and most of the 
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significant ones were by major Italian artists’, such as Michelangelo and Correggio.1 

For an early modern spectator and the current scholar, Jupiter’s kidnapping of and 

subsequent love affair with Ganymede are linked to illicit acts including pederasty 

and sodomy.2 There was an eventual decline of this artistic motif, possibly due to the 

Council of Trent’s (1545–1563) censorship of ‘nudity and lasciviousness’ depicted in 

pagan themes.3 James Saslow highlights a shift in the ways in which artists portrayed 

Ganymede in their works at this point. Jupiter’s ‘rape’ of the young boy was first 

interpreted artistically as a consensual union through its pictorial representation. In 

the early fifteenth century, for example, Leon Battista Alberti urged others to paint the 

cupbearer sensually ‘with a smooth brow and soft, beautiful thighs’.4 In fact, Alberti 

argues that art should show Ganymede as a self-identifying catamite.5 In Spain, 

specifically, one is able to observe the abduction of Ganymede in a room at the Casa 

de los Pilatos in Seville, constructed in the first half of the sixteenth century. By the 

seventeenth century, however, Rembrandt had transformed Ganymede into a pained 

and bleeding figure whose limbs appear to be pulled apart. In Rembrandt’s Rape of 

Ganymede (1635), this mythical child unsuccessfully attempts to set himself free from 

the claws of a metamorphosed Jupiter, perhaps interpreted as a forewarning not to do 

as kings do.   

Despite the plentiful artistic renditions of this one scene, peninsular scholars 

have been largely silent on Ganymede’s significance in Spanish early modern 

 
1 James M. Saslow, Ganymede in the Renaissance: Homosexuality in Art and Society (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1986), pp. 1–2. 
2 According to the law, sodomy was a forbidden sexual act that ran the gamut from anal sex to bestiality. 
Indeed, as Michel Foucault notes, sodomy was ‘a category of forbidden acts’ that was ‘defined by 
ancient or canonical codes’; see Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, trans. by 
Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), p. 43.  A sodomite, then, was not just someone who 
gave in to their desire for the same sex. However, Robert Mills prefers to use ‘queer‘ as ‘a third term, 
beyond the gender/sexuality opposition; compared with categories such as lesbian, gay, or 
transgender, it is not strongly marked as a category of selfhood, nor is it institutionalized as such‘; see 
Robert Mills, Seeing Sodomy in the Middle Ages (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), p. 21. I make 
use of the term same-sex and same-sex desires, along with transgressive, illicit, and prohibited acts (or 
a combination of these) to avoid anachronism. I understand that these terms, as outlined in Mills, carry 
with them their own problems but find them to be the most appropriate. 
3 Saslow, p. 2. 
4 Leon Battista Alberti, De pictura, paraphrased in Saslow, p. 2.  
5 The Latin catamitus (catamite in English) originally derives from the Greek Ganymēdēs which was used 
to describe a boy who was sexually exposed to older men. 
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literature until recently.6 Frederick A. De Armas has studied the use of mythological 

gods and heroes, including Jupiter and Ganymede, in Luis de Gongora’s Soledades 

(1613) and reasons that these references ‘point to the intolerance towards this ancient 

practice in Counter-Reformation Spain’.7 I have examined the comparison of 

Ganymede to Ismael, an effeminate and cowardly Jewish doctor, in Tirso de Molina’s 

La prudencia de la mujer [Prudence in Woman] (1634) to affirm the seventeenth-century 

Spanish belief that ‘the Jewish and Islamic people were a community of sodomites 

who should be banned from reentering the Iberian Peninsula’.8 Finally, Jordi Bermejo 

Gregorio contends that Pedro de Fomperosa employs Ganymede to legitimize the 

reign of the young Charles II of Spain. He argues that ‘Charles II in 1671 is a 

Ganymede, a Trojan prince, a divine cupbearer who, despite his age, is perfectly 

capable of upholding his duty’.9 This current study, however, will shed some light on 

female same-sex desire in Lope de Vega’s El gallardo catalán [The Gallant Catalan] (1599–

1603).10 The purpose of this investigation is two-fold. Firstly, this article will highlight 

 
6 With the exception of Frederick A. De Armas, Jordi Bermejo Gregorio, and myself, no other critic has 
demonstrated any interest in this mythological youth. Rafael Carrasco studies Spanish sodomites ‘por 
situarse fuera de la norma o ley’ [‘because they are placed outside the norm or law’]; see Rafael 
Carrasco, Inquisición y represión sexual en Valencia: Historia de los sodomitas (1565–1785) (Barcelona: 
Laertes, 1985), p. 9. Translation my own. See also Guy Lazure, ‘“Hermanos del cielo”. Figuras de vuelo 
en la poesía y la pintura sevillana de Fernando de Herrera a Juan de Arguijo (con Francisco Pacheco de 
por medio)’, e-Spania, 35 (2020) <https://doi.org/10.4000/e-spania.33455>.  
7 See Frederick A. De Armas, ‘Embracing Hercules/Enjoying Ganymede: The Homoerotics of 
Humanism in Góngora’s Soledad Primera’, Calíope: Journal of the Society for Renaissance and Baroque 
Hispanic Poetry, 8.1 (2002), 125–140 (p. 127). Also see Frederick A. De Armas, ‘Deflecting Desire: The 
Portrayal of Ganymede in Arguijo’s Art and Poetry’, in Lesbianism and Homosexuality in Early Modern 
Spain, ed. by María José Delgado and Alain Saint-Saens (New Orleans: University Press of the South, 
2000), pp. 234–56; Frederick A. De Armas, ‘Numancia as Ganymede: Conquest and Continence in 
Giulio Roman, Cervantes, and Rojas Zorrilla’, in Echoes and Inscriptions: Comparative Approaches to Early 
Modern Spanish Literatures, ed. by Barbara A. Simerka and Christopher B. Weimer (Lewisburg: 
Bucknells University Press, 2000), pp. 250–70; and Frederick A. De Armas, ‘From Mantua to Madrid: 
The License of Desire in Giulio Romano, Correggio and Lope de Vega’s El castigo sin venganza’, Bulletin 
of the Comediantes, 59.2 (2008), 233–265. 
8 See Felipe E. Rojas, ‘Representing An-“Other” Ganymede: The Multi-Religious Character of Ismael in 
Tirso de Molina’s La prudencia en la mujer (1634)’, Bulletin of Hispanic Studies, 91.4 (2014), 347–64 (p. 348). 
9 ‘Carlos II en 1671 es un Ganimedes, un príncipe de Troya, un copero divino que, aunque muy joven, 
se le presupone perfectamente capacitado para tal cargo’; see Jordi Bermejo Gregorio, ‘Ganimedes en 
palacio: la loa de El Gran duque de Gandía, de Pedro de Fomperosa’, in Sobremesas literarias: en torno a la 
gastronomía en las letra hispánicas, ed. by Laura Peńa and Jesús Murillo (Madrid: Aleph, 2015), pp. 183–
92 (p. 189). Translation my own. 
10 This theatrical work is believed to be written between 1599 and 1603 as there are copious allusions to 
the wedding celebrations of Philip III and Margaret of Austria, whose nuptials took place prior to the 
turn of the century; see Sylvanus G. Morley and Courtney Brueton, Cronología de las comedias de Lope de 
Vega. Con un examen de las atribuciones dudosas, basado todo ello en un estudio de su versificación estrófica, ed. 
by M.R. Cartes (Madrid: Fredos, 1968), p. 362. On the dating of El gallardo catalán, see Joaquín de 
Entrambasaguas, Lope de Vega en las justas poéticas toledanas de 1605 y 1608 (Madrid: Consejo Superior 
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the possible double meaning of the Ganymede reference. Secondly, it will make the 

claim that this nautical journey becomes the ideal device for the appearance of 

Ganymede and same-sex activities. Through textual analysis and historical context, I 

will contend that these acts contra naturam were more suitable within the confines of 

an imperial ship. As I will reveal, Ganymede’s abduction to the heavens and Clavela’s 

voyage to Germany both relate to the misuse, sexualization, and marginalization of 

the body. 

This comedia [Spanish play] has been vastly overlooked by literary critics when 

compared to Lope’s others. It is a relatively unknown and minor piece which makes 

this study even more indispensable. Enrique Turpin downplays its value as one of 

many in which love manages to conquer supposedly insurmountable obstacles and 

the characters’ honor is ultimately restored.11 Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano asserts that in 

this work the playwright combines many of the motifs from different honor plays, 

including ‘the unmarried woman who cross-dresses to pursue her recalcitrant lover, 

the falsely accused queen, and elements of the plot featuring a higher-ranked rival’.12 

While praising Lope de Vega for such things as his versification and style, Marcelino 

Menéndez y Pelayo does protest that the structure of the fable, while ingenious, is 

excessively complicated when compared to the ending which seems half-heartedly 

 
de Investigaciones Científicas, 1969), pp. 70–1 (n. 132); and, Enrique Turpin, ‘Prólogo’, in El gallardo 
catalán. Comedias de Lope de Vega. Parte II, 3 vols (Lleida: Editorial Milenio; Departamento de Filologia 
Espanyola de la Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, 2008), I, pp. 399–420 (p. 400). Turpin also believes 
that the first documented performance of this comedia was on May 22 1605 in Toledo and went by the 
name El catalán valeroso; see Turpin, ‘Prólogo’, I, p. 400. More recently, however, Teresa Ferrer Valls et 
al. have documented several performances of the comedia in 1604 which do not alter the allusions in the 
play back to the royal wedding; see Teresa Ferrer Valls et al., Base de datos de comedias mencionadas en la 
documentación teatral (1540–1700) CATCOM  
<http://catcom.uv.es/consulta/browserecord.php?id=1949&mode=indice&letter=g> [accessed 3 
August 2020]. 
11 Turpin, ‘Prólogo’, I, p. 399. El gallardo catalán would fall under the third group in Donald R. Larson’s 
category of honor plays that ‘incarnates the common chilvaresque motif of the calumniated queen’; see 
Donald R. Larson, The Honor Plays of Lope de Vega (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 
170. In this case, Clavela is not a queen yet the same rules apply to her. ‘These works, in other words, 
are the obverse of honor plays: whereas honor plays focus upon, and extol, the masculine value of 
honor, these focus upon, and extol, the corresponding feminine value of vergüenza’; see Larson, pp. 170–
71. 
12 Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, Feminism and the Honor Plays of Lope de Vega (West Lafayette: Purdue 
University Press, 1994), p. 107. For a plot summary of El gallardo catalán, see Yarbro-Bejarano, p. 109. 
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constructed.13 Since few critics have shown interest in this comedia, this study 

intervenes in order to interpret the Ganymede reference and elucidate the comedia’s 

importance to Spanish early modern drama. 

El gallardo catalán is a historical comedia based on a legend popularized in 

several fourteenth-century Catalan chronicles.14 Clavela and don Remón de Moncada, 

Count of Barcelona, quarrel over Remón’s lasciviousness towards Isabela, princess of 

England. Isabela, however, is unable to reciprocate the count’s love as she chooses to 

marry Enrique, King of Bohemia. After the marriage, Isabela abruptly becomes a 

widow, which ignites hope in Remón for a reconciliation, so he leaves Clavela to head 

for England. Unfortunately, Remón is captured by Turks and taken prisoner to France. 

Clavela, feeling disregarded and unwilling to let her lover dishonor her once more, 

resolves to take up the disfraz varonil [male attire], becomes don Juan, and makes the 

seafaring voyage from Barcelona to England.15 Incognito, don Juan/Clavela negotiates 

 
13 Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, Estudios sobre el teatro de Lope de Vega, ed. by Adolfo Bonilla y San 
Martín, 4 vols (Madrid: Victoriano Suárez, 1921), IV Menéndez y Pelayo, p. 68. He believes that the play 
is not so much a historical drama but more so a fantastical one. Lope gives the last name of Moncada 
to Ramón Berenguer who was very well respected in Catalonia, but he was never part of the noble 
houses of the Dukes of Barcelona; see Menéndez y Pelayo, pp. 67–68. This is explained by Lope’s 
attempts for years to celebrate the Moncada’s in order to obtain their patronage; see Marcella 
Trambaioli, ‘Lope de Vega y la casa de Moncada’, Criticón, 106 (2009), 5–44. 
14 Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo notes that Lope de Vega’s comedia is similar to a tale in Bernardo 
Desclot and Pere Miquel Carbonell’s Chroniques d’Espanya. However, it is unknown whether or not 
Lope took the plotline used by an anonymous author of a popular style romance, which was added to 
La rosa gentil [The Gentle Rose] by Juan de Timoneda; see Menéndez y Pelayo, p. 42; p. 62. Turpin adds 
that the subject of the play comes from the legend of the German empress who was defended by a 
Count of Barcelona after being accused of adultery; see Turpin, ‘Prólogo’, I, p. 403. Even though the 
play may be based on a legend, it is constructed much more as a fantasy play or, more specifically, as 
a ‘comedia palatina’ [palatial play] (‘exotic’ location, identity changes, happy ending, etc.). The 
database Artelope classifies it as such [‘GALLARDO CATALÁN, Comedia famosa de, EL’, 
<http://artelope.uv.es/basededatos/browserecord.php?-action=browse&-
recid=148#caracterizaciones> (accessed 4 August 2020)]. It also falls in line with other Lope plays that 
take place in England; see Robert S. Stone, ‘“Con arte se vence todo”: Images of the English in Lope de 
Vega’, Bulletin of the Comediantes, 54.2 (2002), 249–69; Alejandro García Reidy, ‘La construcción 
histórico-poética de Inglaterra en el teatro de Lope’, in Europa (historia y mito) en la comedia española. 
Actas de las XXXIII jornadas de teatro clásico de Almagro, ed. by Felipe B. Pedraza Jiménez, Rafael González 
Cañal and Elena E. Marcello (Cuenca: Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, 2012), pp. 67–80. This offers 
more ‘freedom’ to the poet to ‘play’ with the characters, their situations, and the themes that are 
presented. Thus, an accusation of a (foreign) queen’s infidelity can be acceptable and decorous which 
would not be in the case of a play perceived as historical by the target audience, since this accusation 
may have been subject to censorship in order for the play to be performed. I would like to thank my 
peer-reviewers for sharing their expertise in developing this particular footnote. 
15 For a further analysis of the motif of the female character disfraz varonil, see Jaime Homero Arjona 
who reveals that almost a quarter of Lope’s studied and discovered works (113 of 470 comedias) employ 
a female character with the disfraz varonil; see Jaime Homero Arjona, ‘El disfraz varonil en Lope de 
Vega’, Bulletin Hispanique, 39 (1937), 120–45 (p. 121). In his poetic treatise in defense of his own 
particular playwriting techniques, Lope de Vega justifies the importance of the cross-dressed woman 
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Remón’s freedom and request that he should wait for them in Plymouth to send him 

clothes and money from London.16 They do not keep this promise and, instead, 

befriend Isabela who is told by don Juan that Remón has been captured by the Turks. 

This leads Isabela to marry Enrique, Emperor of Germany. Isabela asks don 

Juan/Clavela to accompany her to Germany making them her cupbearer because of 

their ties to Remón. Lotario and Rodulfo, who escort Isabela and her company to 

Germany, believe that during the travels the relationship between the future empress 

and her male servant becomes too intimate and sexual. They inform Enrique of this 

illicit activity who witnesses a platonic embrace between Isabela and don Juan/Clavela 

before they return to Barcelona. Enraged by this sight, the emperor decides to have 

his new wife poisoned and don Juan murdered. Fortunately for the two female 

protagonists, they are both saved.17 Conflicts are resolved as Clavela reveals her true 

identity and finally marries Remón while Isabela and Enrique agree to renew their 

vows. 

Before diving into the explicit Ganymede reference, there are a couple of 

allusions strategically placed beforehand that prepare the audience for the appearance 

of the youth. At the beginning of Act 2 as Isabela goes to the port to embark on her 

journey to Germany, the ‘English Admiral’18 describes the sea and ship and reveals to 

her that ‘the imperial Jupiter | takes you, in which person | shines the crown | that 

 
in theatre; see Fenix Lope de Vega, Arte nuevo de hacer comedias, ed. by Enrique García Santo-Tomás 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2006), vv. 280–83. Moralists also considered cross-dressing to be quite controversial 
and immoral. For a classic study on the mujer varonil [manly woman], see Melveena McKendrick, 
Woman and Society in the Spanish Drama of the Golden Age: A Study of the Mujer Varonil (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1974). The first written documents that give proof of the appearance of 
actresses on stage, prerequisite for the usage of female-to-male cross-dressing, are dated as late as 1587; 
see Kenji Inamoto, ‘La mujer vestida de hombre en el teatro de Cervantes’, Cervantes: Bulletin of the 
Cervantes Society of America, 12.2 (1992), 137–43 (p. 138). 
16 I use the derivative form of the singular ‘they’ here and throughout the article in order to create a 
gender-neutral alternative for when Clavela is cross-dressed as don Juan.  
17 Isabela is rescued by Duke Carlos, who informs her of Enrique’s plan, and the Admiral of England, 
her cousin, who forbids her from going through with the poisoning; and, Clavela by Remón and 
Rocabruna, his servant, who, after being swept by the winds, miraculously land in Germany instead of 
Spain. Menéndez y Pelayo argues that the name Rocabruna, which is found in chronicles by Descot and 
Carbonell, indirectly proves that Lope had in his possession one of two Catalan chronicles; see 
Menéndez y Pelayo, p. 66. 
18 This character is known as ‘Almirante de Inglaterra’ in the original Spanish dramatis personae; see 
Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, in Comedias de Lope de Vega. Parte II, ed. by Enrique Turpin, 3 
vols (Lleida: Editorial Milenio; Departamento de Filologia Espanyola de la Universitat Autònoma de 
Barcelona, 2008), I, 412–528 (p. 421). 
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will make you immortal’.19 This becomes a veiled reference to the myth of Ganymede. 

This ‘imperial Jupiter’ is, of course, Emperor Enrique IV of Germany. If he is Jupiter, 

then Isabela should be one of his copious lovers, perhaps even Ganymede. Through 

marriage, she is transformed into Jupiter vis-à-vis the immortality of the crown that is 

shortly to be hers. Previously, when convincing don Juan to travel with her to 

Germany, Isabela asserts that she embodies Jupiter and don Juan is her adoptive 

Ganymede. She requests that her new companion perform the function of a cupbearer: 

‘you can serve me the cup when I eat’.20 Isabela understands that her upcoming 

nuptials are mere formalities and that by agreeing to the marriage she serves as 

Jupiter. She can be seen as a Júpiter raptora [‘Jupiter abductor’] of her own Ganymede 

(don Juan) as she removes them from England to Germany and has them service her 

drinks during meals. These covert references lead Lotario and Rodulfo to equate don 

Juan to the Greek youth after the voyage. This association then ushers in the main 

conflict of the comedia as the characters perpetuate the belief that Isabela acted in a 

way inappropriate for the next German empress. In other words, her behavior 

towards don Juan elicits the correlation to illicit and prohibited sexual desires.  

Lope de Vega has used the Ganymede motif on more than one occasion in his 

comedias to point to prohibited acts between members of the opposite sex.21 In El castigo 

sin venganza [Punishment Without Revenge] (1631), Lope de Vega presents his audience 

with a reference that mirrors that in El gallardo catalán. In this case, however, the 

protagonist accused of being Ganymede is a woman and her Jupiter is her stepchild. 

This comedia is the tragic love triangle between the Duke, his illegitimate son, Federico, 

and the Duke’s bride-to-be, Casandra. Federico and Casandra meet before they realize 

the other’s identity and fall in love. Sadly, after the Duke and Casandra marry, the 

 
19 ‘el Júpiter imperial | te lleva, en cuya persona | resplandece la corona | que te ha de hacer inmortal’. 
Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 1520–23.  
20 ‘podrásme dar la copa cuando coma’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, v. 1056. 
21 Although Lope does not use Ganymede as a major leitmotif in his work, he does use the mythological 
youth in a few of his comedias: he plays a part in the mythological Adonis y Venus [Adonis and Venus] 
(1597–1603) and Las mujeres sin hombres [Women Without Men] (1613–18). There are also minor references 
in La escolástica celosa [The Jealous Schoolwoman] (1604), La amistad pagada [The Paid Friendship] (1604) and 
La mayor victoria [The Greatest Victory] (1635). 
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love affair between stepmother and stepson continues. When they are discovered, the 

Duke has no alternative but to have them both killed. Even after realizing that 

Casandra had become his stepmother, Federico wishes to become Jupiter in order to 

sweep down and take her, or Ganymede, up to the heavens.22 Federico professes that 

he, as a transformed eagle, would like to devour his own stepmother. According to 

Frederick A. De Armas, ‘Federico, then, is speaking of his forbidden love for his 

stepmother, using as an image a pagan practice forbidden during the Christian era. 

His “incestuous” desire is transformed, in an Ovidian metamorphosis, into Jupiter’s 

passion for Ganymede’.23 It becomes apparent that the love between a stepmother and 

stepchild was considered illicit and unlawful. In other words, two people of the 

opposite sex could be disciplined under sodomy laws: it was not solely a crime 

committed by people of the same sex. Lope de Vega uses the figure of Ganymede 

mindfully in both El castigo sin venganza and, as we will now see, El gallardo catalán. 

In the second act, both Lotario and Rodulfo grow wary of the fondness between 

the disguised Clavela and Isabela and believe that ‘he must be more | than her house’s 

cupbearer’.24 They agree that, if either of them were to see Isabela act dishonorably, 

they would immediately speak with the Emperor and inform him of his new wife’s 

inappropriate behavior.25 Once they have docked and all formal introductions have 

been made, the marriage ceremony takes place. Enrique IV of Germany speaks with 

Lotario and expresses his joy of his virtuous and beautiful wife. He notices, however, 

that Lotario does not rejoice in his sovereign’s delight and demands answers. In a 

conversation between the two, Lotario begrudgingly notifies Enrique that 

 

LOTARIO: Isabela is a woman,  

And she is not an honest one. 

 
22 ‘yo quisiera | ser un Júpiter’ [I would like | to be a Jupiter]. Fenix Lope de Vega, El castigo sin venganza, 
ed. by Antonio Carreño (Madrid: Cátedra, 2010), vv. 561–62. 
23 Frederick De Armas, ‘From Mantua to Madrid’, pp. 241–2. 
24 ‘algo más debe de ser | que el copero de su casa’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 1342–
3.  
25 Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 1433–45. 
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ENRIQUE: How so? 

LOTARIO: In the sea, by God,   

we have seen a fierce evil. 

ENRIQUE: With whom? 

LOTARIO: With that cupbearer  

Ganymede to her liking. 

ENRIQUE: Did you see it with your eyes? 

LOTARIO: That 

is never seen with the eyes; 

it is discovered through the yearnings, 

and it is evident after the fact. 

It should be enough, that I have arrived  

to tell you of her malice, 

in order to understand that it is true,  

and that some have noticed it.26  

 

Lotario perceives the illegitimate relationship between Isabela and don Juan as 

unfaithful since the English princess consented to marry the German emperor and is 

therefore breaking her promise. Don Juan is effectively a Ganymede by name because 

they performed the duty of the cupbearer who serves their master wine or sweet 

nectar. Clavela as don Juan is also metaphorically a Ganymede because they are 

believed to have had sexual contact with the newly crowned empress during their 

 
26 Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 2245–58. 

LOTARIO:  Isabela es mujer, 
 y que no es mujer honesta. 
ENRIQUE: ¡Como! 
LOTARIO: En la mar, ¡cielo injusto!, 
 hemos visto un mal tan fiero. 
ENRIQUE: ¿Con quién? 
LOTARIO: Con ese copero 
 Ganímedes de su gusto. 
ENRIQUE: ¿Visto con los ojos? 
LOTARIO: Eso 
 nunca se ve con los ojos; 
 conócese en los antojos, 
 y adviértese en el suceso. 
 Basta que, pues yo he llegado 
 a decirte su maldad, 
 para entender que es verdad,  
 y que algunos lo han notado.  
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naval voyage to Germany. As aforementioned, there are several references to 

Germany as an eagle in the text which provides the audience another link between 

Germany/Jupiter and Clavela/Ganymede.27 Clavela, in her disfraz varonil, takes up the 

role of Ganymede as cupbearer, while Isabela becomes Jupiter disguised as an eagle 

through her marriage to the German emperor. As outlined, the figure of Ganymede 

has become synonymous with same-sex desires and the crime of sodomy. Yet, during 

the second act, the characters are not cognizant of Clavela’s true identity. Referring to 

the Middle Ages, Glenn W. Olsen establishes that sodomy  

 

could refer either to something very specific, anal intercourse; to a ‘short list’ typically 

including masturbation, intercrural […] or femoral intercourse, and anal intercourse; or 

to a variety of usually unspecified ‘sins against nature.’ These usages generally shared 

the idea of ‘waste of semen’: with time ‘sodomy’ could also designate a political or 

religious crime. […] In the Renaissance, as earlier, any union ‘against nature’ could be 

described as sodomy.28  

 

Isabela and Clavela/don Juan are accused of performing sodomitic acts for two 

reasons: firstly, there is a cupbearer and an eagle making the reference literal, and, 

secondly, politically speaking, the wife of any ruler must remain chaste to any man 

aside from her own husband. In effect, sexual acts that did not lead to conception were 

encompassed in this criminal act. Francisco Tomás y Valiente affirms that sodomy was 

one of the most scandalous crimes to fixate the Spanish monarchy during the 

Renaissance.29 Fray Bartolomé de Medina went so far as to suggest that a man lying 

on his back while a woman found herself in the superior position was a pecado contra 

 
27 ‘la águilas del imperio’ [‘the eagles of empire’]. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, v. 1234.  
28 Glenn W. Olsen, Of Sodomites, Effeminates, Hermaphrodites and Androgynes: Sodomy in the Age of Peter 
Damian (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2011), pp. 14–5. 
29 Francisco Tomás y Valiente, El derecho penal de la monarquía absoluta (siglos XVI, XVII, XVIII) (Madrid: 
Tecnos, 1992), p. 255. 
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natura [sin against nature] as the position was ‘anti-natural and disorderly’.30 This is 

also noted throughout the literature of early modern Spain.31  

The reference to Ganymede suggests the possibility of an off-stage sodomitic 

relationship between Clavela and Isabela. Lotario and Rodulfo were not privy to the 

act in question but they nonetheless claim it took place during the naval voyage. These 

characters believe that don Juan and Isabela committed a sexual crime (possibly 

adultery) despite the lack of visual and possibly physical evidence. As we will see, 

female same-sex desire was not a high priority for lawmakers as it was deemed 

inconsequential in most circumstances. Nevertheless, Lope de Vega could be signaling 

to the audience that they should question the relationship between Clavela and 

Isabela. For Ted L. L. Bergman, Lotario’s and Rodulfo’s lack of clear evidence can be 

excused ‘because of its unspeakable nature, the act [sodomy] is rarely discussed in any 

detail’.32 It was inconceivable for playwrights to write or describe these incidents as 

the long arm of the Inquisition would have admonished the work and reproached the 

authors. In order to avoid suspicion, writers of the time would instead make use of a 

‘voyeur or watcher, who relates the information to members of the audience and 

allows them to use their own imagination’.33 In fact, it was unnecessary for an 

eyewitness to be present to observe the prohibited acts, especially since the crime 

 
30 Fray Bartolomé de Medina, quoted in Federico Garza Carvajal, Butterflies Will Burn: Prosecuting 
Sodomites in Early Modern Spain and Mexico (Austin, University of Texas Press, 2003), p. 53. 
31 J. Ignacio Díez Fernández dedicates his fifth chapter to images of sodomy in Francisco de Quevedo’s 
poetry; La poesía erotica de los Siglos de Oro (Madrid: Ediciones del Laberinto, 2003), pp. 247–50. In early 
modern Spain, sodomy was an accusation normally associated with ‘moors’, or northern Africans, and 
Turks. See, for example, Miguel de Cervantes and the episode of Ana Félix at the end of part 2 of Don 
Quixote (Chapter LXIII) where she states ‘among those barbaric Turks a handsome boy or youth is much 
more highly prized than any woman’; Don Quixote, trans. by John Rutherford (New York: Penguin, 
2001), p. 922. It is noteworthy that this episode includes a cross-dressed don Pedro Gregorio. In 
addition, Mateo Alemán, in his Guzmán de Alfarache, records that sodomy was abundant in Italy; see 
Mateo Alemán, Guzmán de Alfarache, ed. by José María Micó, 2 vols (Madrid: Cátedra, 2003), I, p. 142. 
That Italians were prone to homosexuality was a nationalistic cliché at the time that can be found in 
many early modern Spanish writers. Quevedo has a series of poems whose protagonists are Italian 
sodomites; see Adrienne L. Martin, ‘Sodomitas, putos, doncellos y maricotes en algunos textos de 
Quevedo’, La Perinola, 12 (2008), 107–22 (p. 110).  
32 Ted. L. L. Bergman, ‘Voyeurism, Genre, and “Unspeakable Acts”: Two Different Views of the Pecado 
Nefando’, Gestos, 44 (2007), 13–26 (p. 13). 
33 Bergman, p. 13. 
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would have been too difficult to prove.34 In 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council made the 

prosecution of sexual crimes simpler by not requiring a public accuser. An 

ecclesiastical judge could initiate an inquiry even if the accusations were mere rumors 

without tangible evidence. Even with such statutes that theoretically could have made 

anyone a suspect of committing sexual crimes, the prosecution for female sodomy was 

still very rare.35 Lotario and Rodulfo are thus within their rights to suggest that 

something lascivious occurred in that naval ship: ‘That | is never seen with the eyes’.36 

Transgressive acts appear to be those that are unspoken, concealed, and without 

witness. 

Although the characters do not know don Juan’s identity, there is a covert 

Ganymedean interpretation. Unlike the actors on stage, the audience is quite aware 

that a cloaked Clavela is Isabela’s cupbearer which additionally led to heightened 

interest in the appearance of a woman in male clothing. Teresa Ferrer Valls suggests 

that a cross-dressed woman on stage had an erotic appeal for the masculine audience 

of the time: ‘the woman dressed in male breeches —a stocking, sewed up with a short 

undergarment, that according to fashion was either above or below the knee—, 

offered the masculine audience a pleasing erotic image’.37 For that reason, Lope could 

be using pagan symbolism in two complementary ways. As stated, sodomy was a 

term used to express forbidden and criminalized sexual acts between same- or 

opposite-sex individuals. This act in itself could lead to lawful corporal punishment 

including death. Lotario and Rodulfo believe that don Juan and Isabela have become 

 
34 James A. Brundage, ‘Playing by the Rules: Sexual Behavior and Legal Norms in Medieval Europe’, in 
Desire and Discipline: Sex and Sexuality in the Premodern West, ed. by Jacqueline Murray and Konrad 
Eisenbichler (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), pp. 23–41 (p. 27). 
35 Edith Benkov, ‘The Erased Lesbian: Sodomy and the Legal Tradition in Medieval Europe’, in Same 
Sex Love and Desire Among Women in the Middle Ages, ed. by Francesca Canadé Sautman and Pamela 
Sheingorn (New York: Palgrave, 2001), pp. 101–22 (p. 111). 
36 ‘Eso | nunca se ve con los ojos’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 2251–52. 
37 ‘La mujer vestida con las calzas varoniles —a manera de medias, rematadas con un calzón corto, que 
según la moda subía o bajaba de la rodilla—, ofrecía para un público masculino una imagen erótica 
atractiva’; see Teresa Ferrer Valls, ‘Damas enamoran damas, o el galán fingido en la comedia de Lope 
de Vega’, in Amor y erotismo en el teatro de Lope de Vega, Actas de las XXV jornadas de teatro clásico de 
Almagro (Almagro, 9–11 julio 2002), ed. by Felipe B. Pedraza, Rafael González Cañal and Elena Marcello 
(Almagro: Festival de Almagro-Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, 2003), pp. 191–212 (p. 194). 
Translation my own. 
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illicitly involved and their reaction is warranted and ’legal’ in the context of 

seventeenth-century Spain. Yet, the other possible reading suggests that Lope de Vega 

could be using the reference to solicit a different reaction from his audience which 

opposed those of his actors on stage. The playwright could, for example, be 

introducing same-sex desires between two women which would also be expressly 

forbidden under the definition of sodomy.38  

There are several examples that in the seventeenth century Ganymede began 

to exhibit feminine features. Peter Paul Ruben’s The Abduction of Ganymede (1611-12) 

depicts this new characteristic: ‘The joyously heterosexual Rubens, asked to paint a 

Ganymede, makes Jove’s minion into a plump youth who is as much like a woman as 

possible’.39 In this painting, Ganymede is shown to take the passive and feminine role 

similar to most of his other pictorial representations. In this case, however, the painter 

represents this youth as akin to a woman.  

Rubens did not solely portray representations of male homoeroticism: he was 

equally gifted in portraying the goddess Diana and her nymphs with clear lesbian 

overtones. None of these paintings, however, are as deliberate as his Jupiter and Callisto 

(1611). The myth narrates Jupiter’s transformation into Diana to get closer to Callisto, 

one of the goddess’ followers. The sole reference to Jupiter in the painting appears 

through the eagle in the background.40 Similarly in El gallardo catalán, only the 

audience understands Clavela’s true identity hidden behind the cloak of a man and 

Isabela’s connection to the eagle through her German betrothal. It is for this reason 

that both art and literature are crucial in sensing early modern belief and thought 

surrounding same-sex desires. What is evident for art enthusiasts of the seventeenth 

century is that the depiction of female same-sex encounters gained significant 

 
38 For a study that focuses on Lope de Vega’s plays where female characters fall in love with other 
female characters disguised as men, see Teresa Ferrer Valls, ‘Damas enamoran damas’. This paper 
offers a framework of how audiences reacted to these images (and the ‘pleasure’ or ‘curiosity’ 
associated with sexuality among women) and how female attraction to other female characters (though 
disguised) became a theatrical resource that Lope developed and used in a variety of plays including 
El gallardo catalán. 
39 Edward Lucie-Smith, Sexuality in Western Art (London: Thames and Hudson 1991), p. 87. 
40 Lucie-Smith, pp. 203–04. 
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popularity. Edward Lucie-Smith contends that there are two specific explanations for 

this prevalence: 

 

First, since erotic art for the most part addresses itself to males, there is the attempt to 

satisfy male curiosity about what females do when they are alone together. Secondly, 

Freudian theory inclines to the hypothesis that a voyeuristic interest in lesbianism is 

directly linked to the voyeur’s own castration fear. A woman who acts as if she already 

possessed a penis is, for the watcher, a reassuring spectacle, in that she is less likely to try 

and rob him of his own.41 

 

For this critic, lesbian desires are less threatening to male viewers because there is no 

risk of losing their sexual organ. In other words, female same-sex desires are 

increasingly at the margins and ignored by playwrights, law enforcement and 

audience members. A male spectator can become more aware of the relationship 

between two women and also not be afraid of being replaced. Eva Catarella insists 

that Roman men thought lesbianism was a woman’s attempt to inadequately mimic 

heterosexual intercourse with another woman.42 While ‘unnatural’, female same-sex 

desire was nothing but uncharted territory for most early modern societies. Louis 

Crompton has pointed out that, despite the appearance of a few texts, ‘[l]ittle has been 

written about lesbianism and the law from a historical point of view’. 43 Even for 

modern societies looking back at the seventeenth century, lesbianism is something of 

a mystery.  

This kind of phallocentric attitude towards lesbianism is a perfect example of 

how Europeans found it difficult to understand female same-sex attraction.44 Guido 

 
41 Lucie-Smith, p. 203. 
42 Eva Catarella, Bisexuality in the Ancient World, trans. by Cormac Ó. Cuilleanáin, 2nd edn (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2002), p. 170. 
43 Louis Crompton, ‘The Myth of Lesbian Impurity: Capital Laws from 1270–1791’, Journal of 
Homosexuality, 6 (1980–81), 11–25 (p. 11). For a Spanish case study and judicial proceedings of a 
seventeenth-century same-sex female couple, Inés de Santa Cruz and Catalina Ledesma, in Valladolid; 
see Las Cañitas: un proceso por lesbianismo en Valladolid en el siglo XVIII, ed. by Federico Garza Carvajal 
(Palencia: Simancas Ediciones, 2012). 
44 Judith Brown, Immodest Acts: The Life of a Lesbian Nun in Renaissance Italy (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), p. 6. 
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Ruggiero stresses that lesbianism was mostly unpunished under the law because it 

did not threaten the production of a family and it did not bring about the birth of 

illegitimate children.45 Female same-sex desire was thought to be less menacing to 

Christian values since a woman, generally speaking, was never thought to be 

dishonored by another woman: her virginity was always kept intact. When a woman 

was caught inserting an ‘object’, in whatever form that took, that pierced through 

another woman’s virginity, the law would enter and harshly punish the perpetrator:  

 

In Europe before the French revolution, however, notably in such countries as France, 

Spain, Italy, Germany, and Switzerland, lesbian acts were regarded as legally equivalent 

to acts of male sodomy and were, like them, punishable by the death penalty. On 

occasion, executions of women were carried out.46 

 

Similar to sexual relationships between two men, women were eventually murdered 

for committing transgressive same-sex activities.  

Female same-sex desire in El gallardo catalán would suggest that some kind of 

criminal sexual act may have occurred between these two women inside the ship. This 

would go beyond anything platonic and signal the possible dishonoring of the 

emperor’s consort. Using both interpretations of Clavela as don Juan and as herself, 

this character’s unseen and unwritten sexual actions punishable, were they to be 

found guilty. The laws at the time made Lotario’s accusation very incriminating 

despite the lack of credible evidence to substantiate his allegation. The emperor is 

convinced of his wife’s infidelity as he attempts to murder a disguised Clavela and 

have Isabela commit suicide: both sentences to death were permissible under sodomy 

laws. Subsequently, Lotario and Rodulfo are murdered for their slanderous 

misinformation and Clavela and Isabela are found to be innocent. To reiterate, it is 

thought to be almost impossible for two women to commit a sexual crime with each 

 
45 Guido Ruggiero, The Boundaries of Eros: Sex Crime and Sexuality in Renaissance Venice (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 189–90 (n. 21). 
46 Crompton, p. 11. 
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other, so the denouement is predictable. When Clavela unveils her true identity, the 

characters are quick to discount the charges brought against her and the new German 

empress. Nevertheless, Lope de Vega’s ambiguity allows for these possible 

interpretations of illicit sexual acts to coexist when Lotario refers to Clavela/don Juan 

as a Ganymede: that is, as two individuals of the opposite sex or two same-sex 

partners willfully participating in forbidden sexual acts. 

The audience is left with an unsolvable problem that recognizes these double 

interpretations of Ganymede. The playwright may be contending that, regardless of 

whether Clavela were a man or a woman, her relationship with Isabela could be 

considered sodomitic. Both are criminally punishable under the law.  

One historical issue, however, still remains to be examined. Lotario states that 

Isabela lost her virtue ‘in the sea’.47 The sea appears to be a central location for these 

acts contra natura [against nature] to take place. By comparing Clavela/don Juan to 

Ganymede, Lotario is quick to point to illegal sexual acts. Yet the characters are 

confined to an imperial ship and in an unclaimed aquatic territory – it is a 

marginalized territory as it is not fixed but instead is fluid and active. In between 

scenes in Act 2, Lope de Vega takes his audience from England to Germany, omitting 

any voyage scene. The only allusion of any importance comes from Lotario and 

Rodulfo who report that Isabela and don Juan have supposedly committed a 

proscribed sexual act. Lope de Vega did not narrate what took place in between his 

scenes in order to preserve a mysterious aura and possible suspicion of the love affair 

between Clavela or don Juan and Isabela.  

In fact, acts of sodomy during nautical voyages were quite prevalent in 

seventeenth-century Spain. At first, one might believe that, as N. A. M. Rodger has 

avowed, ‘a ship at sea was about the most difficult possible place to commit sodomy 

[…] It is difficult to believe that there can have been any serious problem with a crime 

 
47 ‘en la mar’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, v. 2247. 
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so much detested, but so seldom mentioned’.48 Federico Garza Carvajal has studied 

approximately three hundred sodomy cases that were tried in the Spanish Empire 

between 1561 and 1699, specifically in Seville, Cádiz, Granada, and Mexico City. Most 

of the cases that were prosecuted occurred in ships that were either docked in Spain 

or going to and from the Spanish Indies.49 In other words, sodomy took place both on 

Spanish soil and on imperial vessels.50 However, it was not necessarily difficult to 

commit a sexual crime inside a ship – it just may have been more challenging. In fact, 

while not as prominent as other crimes, desires for same-sex activities boarded 

Spanish vessels and immigrated to the New World. The danger of this unlawful act, 

for moralist and for the monarchy itself, was that they could not control this 

exportation of a sexual sin. This aquatic vessel, which was the quintessential symbol 

of Spanish expansion, may have unintentionally become the vehicle for other same-

sex encounters to partake in their preferred activity. Garza Carvajal explains the 

importance of a ship: 

 

the ship itself as metaphor epitomized the height of early modernity. The ship as 

metaphor represented a piece of land belonging to the empire, and within its hull and 

decks it transported to the Indies an ethos that Spain deemed appropriate for export—its 

form of civilization, its technological advances, its new Vir, and its Catholic dogma.51 

 

Spanish ships, however, not only carried moral civilization but also the vices of their 

population. Illicit same-sex acts were no exception to this unintentional imperial 

influence and trade.  

 
48 N. A. M. Rodger, The Wooden World: An Anatomy of the Georgian Navy (New York: Norton, 1986), pp. 
80–1. 
49 Garza Carvajal, pp. 7–8.  
50 One could undoubtedly argue that there may have been instances where the sexual act was not caught 
and the ‘criminals’ either gave their consent or were never discovered. For B.R. Burg, one of the most 
prominent feature of nautical sodomy cases was that officers regularly sexually forced themselves on 
younger boys as opposed to sailors and midshipmen who found partners among their peers; see B. R. 
Burg, Boys at Sea: Sodomy, Indecency, and Courts Martial in Nelson’s Navy (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007), pp. xi–xii. 
51 Garza Carvajal, p. 84. 
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This may paint a fuller and more accurate portrait of the reality referenced in 

Lope de Vega’s El gallardo catalán. When Lotario confesses that ‘In the sea, by God | 

we have seen a fierce evil’,52 his own words become the evidence needed to argue that 

this crime was committed within the confines of the ship that transports Isabela and 

her cupbearer to Germany. Lope de Vega may be playing with the preconceived 

understanding his audience had on what took place inside naval vessels.53 Both 

moralists and lawmakers were cognizant of and adamantly opposed to the crime of 

sodomy. The voyage, in Lope’s comedia, can be interpreted as a voyage of sin. By 

simply alluding to Ganymede, Lope de Vega uses the ship as a tool to carry illicit and 

sinful desires from England to Germany. He uses the sea as a metaphor for what took 

place in Spanish vessels, acknowledging that it would have been extremely improper 

to set this act in Spanish waters.  

In his Arte nuevo de hacer comedias en este tiempo [New Rules for Writing Play at 

this Time] (1609), Lope suggests that, to satisfy his audience, a playwright may break 

with the union of time as long as no one is overly offended by this action.54 By not 

including the journey in a previous scene, the playwright chooses to bypass what 

would have been a very fruitful depiction of life on a ship. This was not, however, the 

purpose or focal point of the comedia. He eschews the action of the voyage because the 

implied accusation of an affair was enough to trigger the conflict between characters 

that engulfs El gallardo catalán. At the same time, by having two characters discuss 

what took place off stage, the audience is able to reflect on the validity and the 

plausibility of those unlawful actions.  

Yet these acts were never performed since as far as the audience can ascertain: 

firstly, Isabela had no intention in dishonoring her new husband; and secondly, 

 
52 ‘En la mar, ¡cielo injusto! | hemos visto un mal tan fiero’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, 
vv. 2248–49. 
53 One contemporary example is the case of Catalina de Erauso (1592–1650), also known as the monja 
alférez or lieutenant nun, who demonstrated the power of and visual deception that cross-dressing had 
over the viewer. In her autobiography she retells her escape from a Spanish convent and adventures in 
the New World (where she took many trips via navy ship); see Catalina de Erauso, Historia de la Monja 
Alférez, Catalina de Erauso, escrita por ella misma, ed. by Angel Estaban (Madrid: Cátedra, 2002). 
54 Fenix Lope de Vega, Arte nuevo de hacer comedias, vv. 180–210. 
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Clavela was ensuring the marriage between Isabela and Enrique so that she could wed 

Remón. However, the characters in the comedia do not have this information, and 

Clavela’s disguise remains convincing until the end. The emperor’s negative reaction 

is quite genuine as he decides to withdrawal from his supposedly dishonorable wife 

in the third act. Isabela is saddened by her husband’s lack of attention towards her 

and confides in one of her ladies-in-waiting that ‘Enrique flees from me’55 and is 

worried that ‘a marriage without a bed | is like a body without life’.56 The emperor, as 

head-of-state, is quite within his jurisdiction to sentence his wife and her cupbearer to 

death and attempts to do so due to the unsubstantiated crimes brought forth against 

them. Enrique does not require concrete proof of this act, but he does see Isabela and 

don Juan embrace as they take leave of each other, which in itself becomes sufficient 

evidence.57 Even though the aquatic trip is only mentioned in passing, it is clear that 

Lope de Vega makes use of all allusions to crimes in order to penalize don 

Juan/Clavela and Isabela. 

In the end, Lope de Vega exploits the indescribable nautical voyage to reference 

Ganymede and desires for same-sex activities. There were ample contemporary 

examples available to his audience to legitimize this ‘hidden’ scene. Once given the 

title of copero [cupbearer], Clavela was destined to be compared to Ganymede. Isabela, 

as Empress of Germany, becomes Jupiter through her marriage into the German 

empire which is symbolized by the eagle. For his part, the emperor must follow 

protocol and try to regain his honor through the execution of both Isabela and don 

Juan. By having Clavela cross-dress as don Juan, the playwright is able to point to 

other examples of prohibited acts not strictly defined as same-sex desires, as 

established by Glenn W. Olsen. Don Juan usurps his own position in society by being 

accused of having a sexual relationship with a queen. On the other hand, Lope de 

Vega could still be claiming that Clavela as a woman is Ganymede. In both cases these 

 
55 ‘huye Enrique de mí’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, v. 2326 
56 ‘un matrimonio sin cama | es como un cuerpo sin vida’. Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 
2348–49. 
57 Fenix Lope de Vega, El gallardo catalán, I, vv. 2462–3. 



Ceræ: An Australasian Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 7 (2020) 
 

 

 

22 

actions were considered to be contra natura and punishable under law. Fortunately for 

all the characters, everything is resolved in the end (as is customary in many of Lope 

de Vega’s comedias). However, the nautical journey from England to Germany remains 

a voyage of potential illicit desires. In El gallardo catalán, Lope de Vega creates a 

Ganymede that is not an innocent bystander but a sexually and physically 

marginalized guest.  
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Abstract: Suicide plays a dynamic role in both the narrative and structure of Dante’s Inferno, and yet, in 

accordance with there being no term for the act in European languages until the 1600s, the poet mentions it only 

euphemistically: Dido ‘slew herself for love’ (Inf. 5.61), Pier della Vigna describes suicide as a process in which 

‘the ferocious soul deserts the body / after it has wrenched up its own roots’ (Inf. 13.94–95), and the anonymous 

Florentine suicide simply ‘made [his] house into [his] gallows’ (Inf. 13.151). It is thus unsurprising that the 

notion of mental health in connection with suicide is equally absent in explicit terms. Reading between the lines 

of Dante’s poetry, however, it becomes clear that the emotive language and embodied hybridity associated with 

the suicides within Dante’s oltremondo, and of Dante the pilgrim as he responds to their narratives, highlights 

a heterogeneous yet shared experience of loss and despair, mirroring contemporary understandings of mental 

health issues. Through an analysis of the emotive language associated with the narratives of a number of Dante’s 

suicides, and the hybrid embodiment of numerous suicides inscribed in Dante’s text, this paper hopes to explore 

the ways in which, even inadvertently, Dante reflects on the distancing of the suicides from the civic bodies of 

their communities, from their own physical bodies, and from the vital rationality of their human minds, and thus 

to investigate the ways in which the lack of emotional wellbeing experienced by the suicides forces them to the 

edges of society’s, and their own, consciousness. 

 

INTRODUCTION: EMOTIONS AND THE LIMINAL 

Suicide is often considered a particularly taboo subject within many Western cultures.1 

This taboo stems from the fact that any discussion of the act of suicide must contend 

 
1 All quotes from Dante’s Inferno are from the following editions: Dante Alighieri, La Commedia secondo 
l’antica vulgata, ed. by Giorgio Petrocchi (Milan: Mondadori, 1966–67); Dante Alighieri, Inferno, trans. 
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with the question that has been asked by so many philosophers, writers, and poets 

throughout the ages, yet is still so daunting to many: that is, is life worth living? This 

question is one that medieval Italian poet Dante Alighieri troubled himself with at 

length in his tripartite narrative poem known as the Commedia. The subject of suicide 

plays a dynamic role in both the narrative and the structure of this great poem, yet 

elements of the traditional taboo still remain. The suicides form a subset of the second 

ring of the Seventh Circle of Hell, home to the Violent. Virgil sets out the three 

categories of violence in Inferno 11.28–51: the first ring houses the Violent against their 

neighbours (murderers, tyrants, pillagers); the second ring houses the Violent against 

themselves, divided into suicides and squanderers – ‘A man may lay injurious hands 

upon himself | or on his goods, and for that reason | in the second ring must he repent 

in vain | ‘who robs himself of the world above | or gambles away and wastes his 

substance’ (Inf. 11.40–44)2 – and the third ring houses the Violent against God 

(blasphemers and sodomites). The poet, while including twenty suicides in the poem 

and explicitly discussing the deaths of a number of them, alludes to suicide only 

euphemistically throughout the work.3 In turn, none of the twenty figures are 

permitted by Dante the poet to name themselves, making them the only full category 

of sinners to be denied that right. It is thus unsurprising that the notion of mental 

health in connection with suicide is equally absent in explicit terms, but appears 

instead through veiled references, evidenced most conspicuously in Pier della Vigna’s 

description of his general state of anxiety prior to his suicide: ‘[…] first I lost my sleep 

and then my life’ (Inf. 13.63).4 This paper will thus explore how Dante addresses both 

the philosophical concept of suicide and the lived experience of the suicides he meets 

 
by Robert Hollander and Jean Hollander (New York: Doubleday, 2000). These editions are available 
online through the Princeton Dante Project: http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/. 
2 ‘Puote omo avere in sé man vïolenta | e ne’ suoi beni: e però nel secondo | giron convien che sanza 
pro si penta | qualunque priva sé del vostro mondo, | biscazza e fonde la sua facultade’. 
3 Lucan (Inf. 4.83–90), Lucretia (Inf. 4.127–128), Socrates (Inf. 4.130–135), Diogenes the Cynic (Inf. 4.136–
138), Empedocles (Inf. 4.136–138), Seneca (Inf. 4.141), Dido (Inf. 5.61–63, 82–87), Cleopatra (Inf. 5.63), 
Deianeira (Inf. 12.67–69), Pier della Vigna (Inf. 13.31–108), Lano da Siena (Inf. 13.115–121), Jacopo da 
Sant’Andrea (Inf. 13.119–135), the anonymous Florentine (Inf. 13.131–151), Myrrha (Inf. 30.34–41), Judas 
(Inf. 34.55–63), Brutus (Inf. 34.64–67), Cassius (Inf. 34.64–67), Cato (Purg. 1.31–109), Saul (Purg. 12.40–
42), Amata (Purg. 17.34–39). 
4 ‘[…] i’ ne perde’ li sonni e ’ polsi’. 
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as protagonist of his poem, using the tools available to him in his medieval context. I 

will argue that the emotional journeys of the suicides within Dante’s otherworld, and 

of Dante the pilgrim as he responds to their narratives, highlight a heterogeneous yet 

shared experience of loss and despair, mirroring contemporary understandings of 

mental health issues. Through an analysis of the emotive language associated with the 

narratives of Dante’s suicides, and the hybrid embodiment of the suicides inscribed in 

Dante’s text, this paper hopes to explore the ways in which, even inadvertently, Dante 

reflects on the distancing of the suicides from the civic bodies of their communities, 

from their own physical bodies, and from the vital rationality of their human minds. 

This study will adopt a history of emotions framework as a means of accessing 

the interiority of the figures depicted in Dante’s work, including Dante the pilgrim, as 

protagonist of the poem.5 By bringing the emotional experiences of medieval society 

into the light, we can first note the great nuances that existed in the ways that emotions 

were expressed and experienced, and second, begin to better understand our own 

social and cultural practices. In the first section, I will follow in the footsteps of the 

school of thought fostered at the ARC Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions 

(University of Melbourne), which treats literary texts as a potent means of giving form 

to feelings and emotions and finding alternate modes of delving into affective states.6 

The Centre and its scholars recognise that rather than naming such states, literature 

uses the language of allegories, metaphors, metonymy, and symbols: language that is 

indirect, experimental, and liminal to explore emotions, making it a fertile ground for 

the analysis of feelings and emotions in a given time period. In the second section, I 

will draw on Jan Plamper’s dissection of universalism, which sees the diversity and 

complexity of human emotion as highly visible in facial and bodily expression, in my 

analysis of the hybrid ‘embodiment’ of many of the suicides scattered across the 

 
5 It is important to note here the distinction between Dante the pilgrim, protagonist of the Commedia, 
and Dante the poet, author of the Commedia. While an attempt to uncover the interiority of the poet 
would be both fruitless and anachronistic, the interiority of the pilgrim can indubitably be approached 
through a close reading of the text. 
6 Stephanie Downes and Stephanie Trigg, ‘Facing Up to the History of Emotions’, postmedieval, 8.1 
(2017), 3–11 (p. 8). 
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geographies of Inferno.7 Throughout this study I will use close textual analysis to 

determine precisely how emotions emerge in the depictions of suicide by the poet, 

and what this can tell us about the ways in which suicide was understood and 

mediated in Dante’s medieval context. 

This paper will also explore notions of liminality and hybridity in the context 

of the emotional experiences of Dante’s suicides and of Dante the pilgrim in his 

interactions with them. Elaine Treharne has recently explored such notions in her 

work on what it meant to live in and on the edges of medieval textual cultures.8 

Treharne discusses the historical privileging of certain texts, time periods, and 

languages to the exclusion of others; living on the edge, in spaces that are rife with 

danger and notions of unbelonging, but also filled with possibilities for 

transformation and capacities for change; cliffs, shores, and margins; and liminal, 

littoral, and limological discourses. In light of this research that explores the medieval 

period itself as a marginal space, it is easy to see the appeal of analysing marginal 

experiences within the literature of such a period. Related to this idea of the peripheral 

Middle Ages are medieval conceptions of hybridity and monstrosity, wherein figures 

that did not conform to norms of human appearance or behaviour were viewed as 

untrustworthy and dangerous. In his discussion of the medieval and Renaissance folk 

culture of the comic in the work of Rabelais, Bakhtin describes the aesthetic concept 

of grotesque realism as a concept revolving around the positive degradation of the 

world to a bodily, earthly, material level with a focus on digestion and defecation, 

death and decay, copulation and reproduction.9 When the grotesque appears in 

 
7 Jan Plamper, The History of Emotions: An Introduction, trans. by K. Tribe (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2015). I use the term ‘embodiment’ as a matter of convenience, acknowledging that the shades of 
Dante’s afterlife have been separated from their carnal forms and, as a result, from bodily expression 
as such. The shades’ ‘embodiment’ thus refers simply to their visible presentation in the eyes of Dante 
the pilgrim. 
8 Through a comparison of manuscript production in early Britain and China, Treharne analyses what 
it meant and means to live on the periphery, in terms of both community and geography, seeking to 
discover whether common characteristics of marginality might be determined within spatial, temporal, 
cultural, and intellectual frameworks. Elaine Treharne, ‘Living on the Edge in Medieval Studies’, 
keynote presented at ANZAMEMS 2019 conference, University of Sydney, Australia, 7 February 2019. 
9 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. by Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1984), pp. 18–21; Alexander Lee, The Ugly Renaissance (London: Hutchinson, 2013), p. 5. 
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medieval and Renaissance depictions, however, the images become ‘ugly, monstrous, 

hideous’; the body exceeds categories of meaning, and transgresses the boundaries of 

the human form, and as such becomes undesirably grotesque in its hybridity.10 The 

works of Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Sarah Alison Miller, and Barbara Spackman on aspects 

of hybridity and its relation to identity in the medieval and early modern period have 

proved invaluable in the shaping of this study’s discussions of the emotional weight 

of hybrid embodiments in Dante’s suicide narratives.11 

Before analysing these narratives, it is also imperative that we begin with an 

understanding of the philosophical context in which Dante’s depictions of suicide 

proliferated. It is generally agreed that Dante wrote the Commedia over a period of 

approximately fourteen years (1307–1320).12 At that time, one name trumped all others 

in the quest for an understanding of the immorality of suicide. Towards the end of the 

thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) addressed the subject of suicide in 

his Summa theologiae. In this work, Aquinas presents violence as a more serious sin in 

its openness than that of secretive fraud. This framework was opposed by Dante, who, 

in agreement with Cicero, paints fraud as the most serious category of sin.13 In line 

with this more severe judgment of violence, Aquinas explicitly defends the 

prohibition of suicide, decreeing the act to be a sin that, amongst other things, wrongs 

not only the individual but the society, too, injuring and depriving the community of 

 
10 Bakhtin, Rabelais, pp. 25–26. See also Sarah Alison Miller, Medieval Monstrosity and the Female Body 
(New York: Routledge, 2010), pp. 2, 7. 
11 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Hybridity, Identity, and Monstrosity in Medieval Britain: On Difficult Middles (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Miller, Medieval Monstrosity, pp. 1–7; Barbara Spackman, Decadent 
Genealogies: The Rhetoric of Sickness from Baudelaire to D’Annunzio (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989); 
Barbara Spackman, ‘Inter musam et ursam moritur: Folengo and the Gaping “Other” Mouth’, in 
Refiguring Women: Perspectives on Gender and the Italian Renaissance, ed. by Marilyn Migiel and Juliana 
Schiesari (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), pp. 19–34; Barbara Spackman, ‘Monstrous 
Knowledge’, in Monsters in the Italian Literary Imagination, ed. by Keala Jane Jewell (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 2001), pp. 297–310. 
12 Lino Pertile, ‘Introduction to Inferno’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by Rachel Jacoff 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 39–69 (p. 67). 
13 See two studies by John A. Scott: ‘Treachery in Dante’, in Studies in the Italian Renaissance: Essays in 
Memory of Arnolfo B. Ferruolo, ed. by Gian Paolo Biasin, Albert N. Mancini and Nicolas J. Perella (Naples: 
Società Editrice Napoletana, 1985), pp. 27–42; ‘Dante’s Other World: Moral Order’, in Understanding 
Dante (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), pp. 191–212 (pp. 191–94). 
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one whose responsibilities will no longer be carried out.14 The emphasis placed on 

notions of belonging to and participating in one’s community as reasons that should 

deter one from committing suicide are not original to Aquinas, but stem from fourth-

century BCE philosopher Aristotle’s approach in his Nicomachean Ethics and Eudemian 

Ethics, in which he concludes that while suicide is not an act that results in the unjust 

treatment of oneself, it is an injustice committed against one’s community or state (the 

polis).15 As noted by scholars of the medieval and the contemporary period alike, the 

social isolation experienced by those facing mental health issues often denies them the 

ability to engage with the notion of social wellbeing, and, having been forced to exist 

for some time at the peripheries of their communities and themselves, they are 

sometimes pushed beyond their ability to cope.16 Thus, in every sense, suicide makes 

of its perpetrators outsiders and outcasts. The very liminality of the suicide narrative 

in society, in which the topic of suicide teeters at the edge of people’s consciousness, 

and is often swept under the rug, hushed, or wilfully ignored, becomes instead the 

lived experience of the suicidal person: they exist in that same liminal space. Aristotle 

and Aquinas judge those who commit suicide for the wrong they do to society by 

denying their fellow citizens the work and profits that would have come from their 

continued existence; however, those people were already exiles in those communities. 

 
14 Thomas Aquinas, The ‘Summa Theologica’ of St Thomas Aquinas, ed. by Vincent McNabb, Ælred 
Whitacre and Bede Jarrett, 17 vols (London: Burns Oates & Washbourne, 1929), X, pp. 203–06. See also 
Alfred Alvarez, The Savage God: A Study of Suicide (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), p. 130; 
Marzio Barbagli, Farewell to the World: A History of Suicide, trans. by Lucinda Byatt (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2015), pp. 46–48; Simon Critchley, Notes on Suicide (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2015), pp. 20–
21. 
15 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, ed. and trans. by Roger Crisp (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2014), pp. 98–99 (5.11.1138a5–14); Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics, ed. and trans. by Brad Inwood and Raphael 
Woolf (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 79 (4.11.1–3). See also Michael Cholbi, 
‘Suicide’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (2017)  
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/suicide/> [accessed 20 September 2020]; 
Yolande Grisé, Le suicide dans la Rome antique (Montreal: Bellarmin, 1982), pp. 172–73; Georges Minois, 
History of Suicide: Voluntary Death in Western Culture, trans. by Lydia G. Cochrane (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1999), p. 46; John D. Papadimitriou et. al., ‘Euthanasia and Suicide in 
Antiquity: Viewpoint of the Dramatists and Philosophers’, Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, 100 
(2007), 25–28 (p. 27). 
16 Riikka Miettinen, Suicide, Law, and Community in Early Modern Sweden (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2019), p. 270. 
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The consequences of not feeling that sense of belonging or worth within one’s 

community lie at the heart of Dante’s depiction of suicide in the underworld.17 

 

EMOTIONS AND MENTAL HEALTH: INFERNO 13 

The emotional language present in Dante’s encounter with Pier della Vigna, punished 

for his suicide in the wood of the suicides in Inferno 13, is particularly evocative of 

discussions centring on mental health. Pier della Vigna, a chancellor in the court of 

Emperor Frederick II who was imprisoned for supposedly plotting against the 

Emperor and who then reportedly dashed his head open on the walls of his prison 

cell, is undoubtedly the most famous suicide of Dante’s work. He and the other 

suicides in the wood actually make up the wood itself; their punishment, as Dante the 

pilgrim inadvertently discovers when he breaks off a branch from one of the plants, is 

to be turned into thorny sterile trees for eternity: 

 

    Then I stretched out my hand 

and plucked a twig from a tall thorn-bush, 

and its stem cried out: ‘Why do you break me?’    

    When it ran dark with blood 

it cried again: ‘Why do you tear me? 

Have you no pity in you?    

    ‘We once were men and now are turned to thorns’. 

(Inf. 13.31–37)18 

 
17 This section would be incomplete without reference to Cato of Utica, the pagan orator and exalted 
war hero who committed suicide in order to escape Caesar’s rule, and who appears in Dante’s Commedia 
on the shores of Mount Purgatory, serving as custodian of the souls who come ashore there (Purg. 1–
2). While Cato does not appear in Inferno and therefore is not included in the parameters of this study, 
it is worth noting the great divide between the Thomist understanding of suicide outlined above, with 
which Dante undoubtedly engages, and Dante’s treatment of Cato both in Purgatorio and in the Convivio 
(4.5.10–20, 4.27–28), where he presented as being worthy of standing in for God, and in the Monarchia 
(2.5.15–16), where his suicide is praised as an ‘inenarrabile sacrifitium’ (inexpressible sacrifice) for the 
common good, in line with a Christological understanding of his death. Again, it is not within the scope 
of this paper to explore Dante’s Cato herein, but it behooves the reader to understand that while this 
paper presents Dante’s conception of suicide as highly nuanced, its nuances are in fact beyond the 
abilities of this paper to contain. 
18 ‘Allor porsi la mano un poco avante | e colsi un ramicel da un gran pruno; | e ’l tronco suo gridò: 
“Perché mi schiante?” | Da che fatto fu poi di sangue bruno, | ricominciò a dir: “Perché mi scerpi? | 
non hai tu spirto di pietade alcuno? | Uomini fummo, e or siam fatti sterpi:’. 
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Piero himself speaks of the way in which, obsessed with his loyalty for the Emperor, 

‘first [he] lost [his] sleep and then [his] life’ (Inf. 13.63).19 He describes a situation in 

which his tireless work for the Emperor became the central focus of his life, and indeed 

took over the life he had outside of that work, before eventually depriving him of life 

altogether. Piero speaks of the way in which the envy of his fellow courtiers led to him 

falling out of favour: 

 

    ‘The slut who never took her whoring eyes 

from Caesar’s household, the common bane 

and special vice of courts, 

    ‘inflamed all minds against me. 

And they, inflamed, did so inflame Augustus 

that welcome honors turned to dismal woe. 

(Inf. 13.64–69)20 

 

As the apparent victim of envy, the ‘common bane’ (‘morte comune’) of courtly life, 

Piero paints himself as being unable to enjoy the praises of the Emperor, dwelling 

instead in a state of daily misery, until the Emperor, too, turns against him and he 

finds himself in prison. Here, hoping by dying to escape the injustices perpetrated 

against him, he kills himself: 

 

    ‘My mind, in scornful temper, 

hoping by dying to escape from scorn, 

made me, though just, against myself unjust. 

(Inf. 13.70–72)21 

 

 
19 ‘tanto ch’i’ ne perde’ li sonni e ’ polsi’. 
20 ‘La meretrice che mai da l’ospizio | di Cesare non torse li occhi putti, | morte comune e de le corti 
vizio, | infiammò contra me li animi tutti; | e li ’nfiammati infiammar sì Augusto, | che ’ lieti onor 
tornaro in tristi lutti’. 
21 ‘L’animo mio, per disdegnoso gusto, | credendo col morir fuggir disdegno, | ingiusto fece me contra 
me giusto’. 
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Whether Piero’s ornate orations of victimhood and vilification are to be believed or 

not, there is no doubt that his experiences of helplessness and despair in the face of 

this perceived prejudice are palpable, and made all the more poignant through the 

phrase ‘me […] against myself’ (‘me contra me’). This phrase epitomises suicide, an 

act in which a part of the self opposes the rest, and in which the will defeats the self. 

Furthermore, the gerund ‘hoping’ (‘credendo’) reveals the tragic illusion of the 

gesture: in the verse, Piero performs the physically impossible by grammatically 

splitting himself into a Piero who is guilty of killing and a Piero who is the blameless 

victim of a deadly attack.22 

Piero’s pre-suicide narrative is one that expresses a loss of identity, social 

stigma and isolation, discrimination, and pain, and the very words of the suicide trees 

expose the fact that their suicides have led to the continuation of the aforementioned 

emotional toll in Hell: their speech takes the form of lamentations (‘guai’, l. 22) and 

cries (‘gridò’, l. 33), only able to be produced when another being (a Harpy nesting in 

the trees or a spendthrift running by them) causes them pain by breaking off one of 

their branches, allowing sound and blood to arduously and painfully pour out as one: 

 

    As from a green log, burning at one end, 

that blisters and hisses at the other 

with the rush of sap and air, 

    so from the broken splinter oozed 

blood and words together, […] 

               (Inf. 13.40–44)23 

 

    Then the tree forced out harsh breath, and soon 

that wind was turned into a voice: 

 
22 John C. Barnes, ‘Inferno XIII’, in Dante Soundings: Eight Literary and Historical Essays, ed. by David 
Nolan (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1981), pp. 28–58 (p. 44); Alison Cornish, ‘Sound Matters. 3. Words 
and Blood: Suicide and the Sound of the Soul in Inferno 13’, Speculum, 91.4 (2016), 1015–26 (p. 1022); 
Eszter Draskóczy, ‘Strutture antitetiche e metamorfosi nel canto XIII dell’Inferno’, Dante Füzetek / 
Quaderni Danteschi, 7 (2012), 55–76 (pp. 62–63). 
23 ‘Come d’un stizzo verde ch’arso sia | da l’un de’ capi, che da l’altro geme | e cigola per vento che va 
via, | sì de la scheggia rotta usciva insieme | parole e sangue; […]’. 
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              (Inf. 13.91–92)24 

 

The Harpies, feeding on its leaves, 

give pain and to that pain a mouth. 

              (Inf. 13.101–102)25 

 

    And then my leader took me by the hand. 

He led me to the bush, 

which wept in vain lament from bleeding wounds. 

‘O Jacopo da Sant’ Andrea,’ it said, 

‘what use was it to make a screen of me? 

Why must I suffer for your guilty life?’ 

    When the master stopped beside it, he said: 

‘Who were you, that through so many wounds 

pour out with blood your doleful words?’ 

(Inf. 13.130–138)26     

 

The Harpies, hybrid creatures (half-woman, half-bird), nest in the suicide trees, with 

the purpose of feasting on the leaves of the trees. By breaking off the leaves, the 

Harpies increase the pain experienced by the suicide trees, but in so doing they also 

create a means by which the trees can voice their suffering, both the physical (caused 

by the Harpies) and the emotional (caused by their very presence in the wood). The 

mingled words and blood emitted by the suicide trees rush out like steam escaping 

from a burning log, suggesting that it has been both trapped and yearning to escape, 

in much the same way as many suicidal individuals initially feel that their soul is 

imprisoned within their body and must break free from its confines (only, in Dante’s 

universe, for the suicide to find themselves trapped in another and far inferior plant-

 
24 ‘Allor soffiò il tronco forte, e poi | si convertì quel vento in cotal voce:’. 
25 ‘l’Arpie, pascendo poi de le sue foglie, | fanno dolore, e al dolor fenestra’. 
26 ‘Presemi allor la mia scorta per mano, | e menommi al cespuglio che piangea | per le rotture 
sanguinenti in vano. | “O Iacopo,” dicea, “da Santo Andrea, | che t’è giovato di me fare schermo? | 
che colpa ho io de la tua vita rea?” | Quando ’l maestro fu sovr’ esso fermo, | disse: “Chi fosti, che per 
tante punte | soffi con sangue doloroso sermo?”’. 
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body and forever denied a reunion with their earthly corporeal form).27 This same 

emotional language of social malaise and isolation, of pain, and of imprisonment is at 

the forefront of contemporary discussion about and understandings of mental health, 

as detailed in Marsh and White’s study of the liminal in youth suicide prevention 

practice through analysis of language use.28 The desperate and painful speech of the 

infernal suicides of Inferno 13 also recalls a similar discourse extant in Australian 

suicide prevention organisations such as R U OK? and the broader social media 

campaign #YouCanTalk, which encourage those suffering from mental health issues 

and the people around them to engage in a conversation on the subject, in order to 

begin the process of managing the issues. Dante the poet’s depiction of both a desire 

and an inability to effectively communicate on the part of the suicides strikes at the 

heart of the issue: without communication, belonging is impossible, and 

marginalisation inevitable. 

Dante the pilgrim’s encounter with the suicides of Inferno 13 is likewise steeped 

in emotional responses to their plight. Upon entering the wood of the suicides, Dante 

describes himself as completely confused due to his inability to identify the origin of 

the voices and cries he hears: 

    Lamentations I heard on every side 

but I saw no one who might be crying out     

so that, confused, I stopped.   

    I think he thought that I thought      

all these voices in among the branches  

came from people hiding there. 

               (Inf. 13.22–27)29 

 
27 Cornish, ‘Words and Blood’, pp. 1017–21. 
28 Ian Marsh and Jennifer White, ‘Boundaries, Thresholds, and the Liminal in Youth Suicide Prevention 
Practice’, in Youth Work, Early Education, and Psychology: Liminal Encounters, ed. by Hans Skott-Myhre, 
Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw and Kathleen Skott-Myrhe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 69–
89. 
29 ‘Io sentia d’ogne parte trarre guai | e non vedea persona che ’l facesse; | per ch’io tutto smarrito 
m’arrestai. | Cred’ ïo ch’ei credette ch’io credesse | che tante voci uscisser, tra quei bronchi, |da gente 
che per noi si nascondesse’. 
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The pilgrim’s confusion is poetically reinforced in the polyptotonic line 25, ‘I think he 

thought that I thought’ (‘Cred’ ïo ch’ei credette ch’io credesse’). The root verb of this 

polyptoton, ‘to think’ (credere), is the same discussed above (‘credendo col morir fuggir 

disdegno’, Inf. 13.71), used by Piero to evoke the impossibility of his belief that he 

could escape injustice through an unjust act committed against himself. We may read 

this as a pre-emptive comment on the part of Dante the pilgrim to suggest that he, too, 

could as easily have found himself in Piero’s shoes had his path not been interrupted 

by the welcome aid of Virgil. The word ‘confused’ (‘smarrito’) was used by the pilgrim 

in line 3 of Inferno 1 (‘mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, | ché la diritta via era smarrita’, 

l. 2–3),30 when he found himself physically and spiritually ‘lost’ in the dark wood. This 

verbiage at once recalls the selva oscura in which Dante first became lost, and 

simultaneously sets it apart from the ‘mesta / selva’ (‘dismal / wood’, Inf. 13.106–107) 

of the suicides. While in the dark forest Dante has simply lost the ‘straight way’ 

(‘diritta via’, Inf. 1.3), the wood of the suicides is instead described as ‘not marked by 

any path’ (‘da neun sentiero era segnato’, Inf. 13.3). This wood is a space with no 

visible way out; it is a space of obstacles and confusion, both physical and 

metaphysical (the wood is pathless, but it is Dante’s own discombobulation at the 

apparent lack of spirits in the wood that paralyses him). The pathless wood of the 

suicides is furthermore surrounded on all sides by uninhabitable habitats, forged from 

the extremes of heat to create a treacherous waterway of boiling blood (Inferno 12) and 

an arid, burning, sandy wasteland (Inferno 14–15). As noted by Pegoretti, the very term 

‘foresta’ derives from the Latin term foris meaning ‘outside’, thus indicating that even 

in name the forest is a place of the unknown, of everything that exists outside of the 

ordinary and the familiar;31 the wood of the suicides in particular, then, is an 

expression of true exile, from which there is no salvation, no possibility of return. 

Having broken a branch from Piero’s tree, and faced with an anguished voice 

emanating from the bleeding stump, Dante the pilgrim is naturally ‘afraid’: 

 
30 ‘I came to myself in a dark wood, | for the straight way was lost’. 
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    so from the broken splinter oozed 

blood and words together, and I let drop 

that twig and stood like one afraid. 

(Inf. 13.43–45)31 

 

Once he has overcome this initial fear, however, the emotion that overwhelms Dante 

following his first encounter with the bleeding tree is that of compassion: 

 

    The poet waited, then he said to me: 

‘Since he is silent now do not waste time 

but speak if you would ask him more.’   

    And I replied: ‘Please question him 

about the things you think I need to know. 

For I cannot, such pity fills my heart.’ 

(Inf. 13.79–84)32 

 

Dante feels such extreme pity for Pier della Vigna because he understands his 

suffering in a very personal way, due to his previous experience of finding himself 

spiritually lost in the ‘dark wood’ (‘selva oscura’, Inf. 1.2), an experience which can in 

turn be read as an allegorical depiction of the real-life exile of Dante from the city of 

Florence.33 Here, passing through the wood of the suicides, Dante experiences 

confusion, fear, and overwhelming sympathy for Piero’s plight, so overwhelming in 

fact that it causes him to lose his ability to communicate with Piero; the pilgrim may 

be on the outside looking in on the suicides’ fate, but his emotional narrative mirrors 

theirs in myriad ways. The emotional language of the suicides and the pilgrim in 

 
31 ‘sì de la scheggia rotta usciva insieme | parole e sangue; ond’ io lasciai la cima | cadere, e stetti come 
l’uom che teme’. 
32 ‘Un poco attese, e poi “Da ch’el si tace,” | disse ’l poeta a me, “non perder l’ora; | ma parla, e chiedi 
a lui, se più ti piace.” | Ond’ ïo a lui: “Domandal tu ancora | di quel che credi ch’a me satisfaccia; | 
ch’i’ non potrei, tanta pietà m’accora”’. 
33 Marilyn B. Skinner, ‘The Last Encounter of Dido and Aeneas: Aen. 6.450–476’, Vergilius (1959–), 29 
(1983), 12–18 (pp. 12–13). 
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Inferno 13 demonstrate clearly that the threshold between medieval and contemporary 

conceptions of mental health is indistinct (if not imagined), and that the 

marginalisation of suicide and suicides is by no means a modern scourge. 

 

EMOTION ‘EMBODIED’: BODILY FEELING IN HELL’S SUICIDES 

The emotional mental health narratives referred to above also seep into the ways in 

which the suicides are ‘embodied’ within the geographies of Hell, and these 

embodiments will be the focus of the analyses in this section. Dante’s infernal suicides 

are depicted in hybrid ways, revealed through the similes and rhetoric used to 

describe their bestial qualities (both physical and metaphysical), and this hybridity is 

encoded with the physical and mental pain experienced by the suicides, and reflects 

the suicides’ loss of selfhood within the context of the medieval social and cultural 

understanding of suicide as an act that marginalised and separated people from the 

community and from God. 

We return again to the wood of the suicides of Inferno 13. The suicides are 

incarcerated within plant bodies to become uomini-pianta, hybrid plant-figures, trees 

whose bleeding stumps and voices expose the monstrous nature of their 

transformation, and whose punishment is both the eternal denial of their earthly 

human bodies and the inability to use their faculty of reason (refuted in the very act 

of suicide) to carry out characteristically human activities such as walking and talking. 

The distancing of the suicides from all things human and rational culminates in Piero 

telling Dante that the spirits of the wood of the suicides will remain separated from 

their earthly bodies even at Judgment Day, the only group of sinners in Dante’s Hell 

to be dealt this heretical blow, instead having to hang their earthly forms on the 

branches of the thorn-bush that each suicide has become. Having thrown away their 

lives and limbs (Inf. 13.94–95, 103, 105), the suicides are doubly and eternally separated 

from their corporeal forms; this is their contrapasso.34 As discussed above, the uomini-

 
34 In Dante’s Commedia, the contrapasso refers to the unique relationship between earthly sins and the 
often perversely fitting way in which they are punished in Dante’s Hell. The term is taken from the 
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pianta must suffer the pain of their branches being broken in order to speak. These 

breakages most often occur at the talons and beaks of the Harpies, whose hybrid 

woman-bird forms are tasked with nesting in the trees and feeding on their leaves so 

that they bleed at the point of separation (Inf. 13.7–12, 101–102). The effort of speaking 

in turn causes the suicide trees further suffering (‘Then the tree forced out harsh 

breath, and soon | that wind was turned into a voice’, Inf. 13.91–92).35 The result of 

this manner of speaking is the emergence of the suicides’ performative role as the 

inherently ‘painful shade’ (‘ombra […] molesta’, Inf. 13.108) within the scheme of Hell, 

embodying in their infernal forms the emotional division and pain of the suicide 

journey. 

Turning to the other infernal suicides, we see that many of them are also 

described using the tropes of the disumano.36 Famous suicides Dido and Cleopatra are 

found in the circle of the Lustful (‘Here is she who broke faith with the ashes | of 

Sichaeus and slew herself for love. | The next is wanton Cleopatra’, Inf. 5.61–63),37 

where they are eternally buffeted by a ceaseless storm: 

 

 
words of Bertran de Born, who explains in Inferno 28 that the severing of his head, as a punishment for 
his sin of sowing discord, is just retribution: ‘Perch’ io parti’ così giunte persone, | partito porto il mio 
cerebro, lasso!, | dal suo principio ch’è in questo troncone. | Così s’osserva in me lo contrapasso.”’ 
(‘Because I severed persons thus conjoined, | severed, alas, I carry my own brain | from its starting-
point here in my body. | In me you may observe fit punishment.’) See Victoria Kirkham, ‘Contrapasso: 
The Long Wait to Inferno 28,’ MLN, 127 (2012), S1–S12. 
35 ‘Allor soffiò il tronco forte, e poi | si convertì quel vento in cotal voce:’. 
36 Lucretia, whose rape at the hands of Tarquinius Superbus and consequent suicide inspired in the 
Roman people the revolutionary spirit necessary for the overthrowing of the monarchy and the 
founding of the Roman Republic, and whose tragic death has been of much interest within the Western 
historical and literary tradition, does appear in the Commedia as one of the virtuous pagans of Limbo: 
‘Vidi quel Bruto che cacciò Tarquino, | Lucrezia, Iulia, Marzïa e Corniglia’ (I saw that Brutus who drove 
out Tarquinius, | Lucretia, Julia, Marcia, and Cornelia, Inf. 4.127–128). While Lucretia is not treated in 
terms of the trope of the disumano, it is worth considering Dante’s refusal to place Lucretia in the suicide 
wood as a refusal in turn to violate her physical body, already violated in life, by transforming her into 
a ‘donna-pianta’. Lucretia is therefore saved from the fate of Pier della Vigna because of the redeeming 
qualities of her chastity and bravery, and perhaps for another reason. It is important to note that Dante 
owes a significant debt to the suicide of Lucretia; without so monumental an event, the founding of the 
Roman Republic may never have taken place, and Dante’s own vision for a united nation would never 
have come to be. See Joseph E. Gillet, ‘Lucretia, Necia’, Hispanic Review, 15.1 (1947), 120–36 (p. 125); 
Diana C. Glenn, ‘Women in Limbo: Arbitrary Listings or Textual Referents? Mapping the Connections 
in Inferno 4 and Purgatorio 22’, Dante Studies, 117 (1999), 85–115 (p. 94); Victoria Kirkham, ‘A Canon of 
Women in Dante’s Commedia’, Annali d’italianistica, 7 (1989), 16–41 (p. 21); Winthrop Wetherbee, The 
Ancient Flame: Dante and the Poets (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), p. 244. 
37 ‘L’altra è colei che s’ancise amorosa, | e ruppe fede al cener di Sicheo; | poi è Cleopatràs lussurïosa’. 
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    I reached a place mute of all light, 

which bellows as the sea in tempest 

tossed by conflicting winds. 

    The hellish squall, which never rests, 

sweeps spirits in its headlong rush, 

              tormenting, whirls and strikes them. 

    Caught in that path of violence, 

they shriek, weep, and lament. 

Then how they curse the power of God! 

    I understood that to such torment 

the carnal sinners are condemned, 

they who make reason subject to desire. 

(Inf. 5.28–39)38 

 

The description of the Lustful as those who ‘make reason subject to desire’ indubitably 

prefigures Piero’s description of his suicide as an act that pitted ‘me contra me’: in 

Dante’s poem, both lust and violence against oneself are sins in which a part of the 

self opposes and defeats the rest. Kirkham notes that this canto acts as a denunciation 

of the animalistic appetite for corporeal delights over human reason and that in fact 

women, and thus the women of this canto, ‘flawed creature(s) of the flesh’, were 

viewed during the medieval period as figural representations of the human body.39 

What they are directly compared to by Dante, however, is birds: the poet metaphorises 

them first as starlings (‘li stornei’, Inf. 5.40–43), then as cranes (‘i gru’, Inf. 5.46–49), and 

finally as doves (‘colombe’, Inf. 5.82–87) (though this image refers specifically to the 

souls of Paolo and Francesca, rather than the entire flock of souls). These metaphors, 

intended, we may assume, to recall the animalistic lack of self-control and irrational 

desires of the Lustful, also lead us once more to the notion of a deep effect on the 

 
38 ‘Io venni in loco d’ogne luce muto, | che mugghia come fa mar per tempesta, | se da contrari venti è 
combattuto. | La bufera infernal, che mai non resta, | mena li spirti con la sua rapina; | voltando e 
percotendo li molesta. | Quando giungon davanti a la ruina, | quivi le strida, il compianto, il lamento; 
| bestemmian quivi la virtù divina. | Intesi ch’a così fatto tormento | enno dannati i peccator carnali, 
| che la ragion sommettono al talento’. 
39 Kirkham, ‘A Canon of Women in Dante’s Commedia’, p. 25. 
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selfhood of the suicides within Dante’s work. The weightless shades of Dido and 

Cleopatra tossed in the storm become birds lifted on the winds, no longer grounded 

on their two feet but rather governed entirely by their desires – that is, their deepest 

and most primal bestial instincts – drifting with abandon according to the will of Hell 

and of interlopers such as Dante.40 The strength of their emotions in life led them to 

commit the most extreme violence against themselves, and here in Hell that emotion 

continues to haunt them, subjecting them to the effects of the contrapasso (tossed like 

lost birds in an eternal storm that mirrors the wayward force of their passions) until 

they become simply two amongst an endless flock. 

The theme of embodied emotion continues in Inferno 30, where Dante the 

pilgrim encounters Myrrha, one of the Impersonators. Myrrha is depicted as rushing 

around in a frenzy, snapping her jaws, utterly mad. Madness denotes a lack of reason, 

the very characteristic that distinguishes humankind from beast, and thus the 

impersonators of Inferno 30 take on animalistic traits, in the manner of a woman driven 

mad by grief who begins to bark like a dog (‘latrò sì come un cane’, l. 20), or swine 

who have been freed from their pigsty to run naked and pale through the world 

(‘ombre smorte e nude, | che mordendo correvan di quel modo | che ’l porco quando 

del porcil si schiude’, l. 25–27). Here in Hell, Myrrha is robbed of her human reason 

and is transformed into a ferocious and savage beast in human form, recklessly 

pursuing her primal instincts, as she did to a lesser extent in life. It should be 

remembered here that Dante also uses Myrrha in Epistle VII.23–24 (1311) as a term of 

comparison for the city of Florence, in tandem with numerous pestilential beasts 

including a stinking vixen, a viper, and a sickly sheep. The animalistic hybridity that 

Dante associates with this figure may stem from Myrrha’s original plea to the gods in 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses that she be turned into a tree: ‘but lest, surviving, I offend the 

living, and, dying, I offend the dead, drive me from both realms; change me and refuse 

 
40 Giuseppe Ledda, ‘I baci delle colombe e il bestiario d’amore’, in Il bestiario dell’aldilà. Gli animali nella 
Commedia di Dante (Ravenna: Longo, 2019), pp. 91–102. 
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me both life and death!’ (Met. 10.485–487).41 It is interesting, however, that Dante 

chooses not to engage with the plant-based punishment that is already part of 

Myrrha’s historical suicide narrative, instead mobilising Myrrha’s sentence to one in 

which her conflicted emotions result in a mental madness that is physically encoded, 

causing her to act based on pure animal instinct, rather than human reason, which is 

now lost to her. 

Inferno 34 offers a final group of infernal suicides, in the form of Judas, Brutus, 

and Cassius, the ‘three greatest traitors of human history’.42 In this canto, Judas, the 

suicide par excellence in the Western tradition, finds himself placed head-first into 

Lucifer’s middle mouth, quite literally losing his mind as part of his punishment in 

Hell. Without a head to contain his mind, Judas’ essential selfhood is lost. Humankind 

is likewise distinguishable by its distinct talent for producing articulate words 

through voice, another trait that Judas forgoes in his headlong fall into the jaws of sin. 

In Dante’s depiction, Judas loses vital aspects of that which made him human in life, 

and as the worst sinner of all, he is not even afforded an animal or plant-based 

alternative; he simply becomes a mindless form, the food of the devil himself. Dante 

creates for Judas a symbol of cannibalistic punishment that is the antithesis of the 

heavenly Eucharistic banquet in which humankind consumes Christ’s body to engage 

with his selfless self-sacrifice for all humankind.43 Dante also does the same for Brutus 

and Cassius: in Lucifer’s chewing of their legs rather than their heads, he perhaps 

depicts a symbolic negation of the pair’s flight following their assassination of Caesar, 

as well as a metaphorical negation of their escape into death by their own hands. 

Furthermore, just as Lucifer’s hybrid angelic-animalistic form has three differently-

coloured heads, in a parodic depiction of the Holy Trinity, the sins of treachery against 

 
41 ‘sed ne violem vivosque superstes | mortuaque exstinctos, ambobus pellite regnis | mutataeque mihi 
vitamque necemque negate!’ Ovid, Metamorphoses, vol. 2, trans. by Frank Justus Miller (London: 
William Heinemann, 1922), pp. 98–99. 
42 Teodolinda Barolini, ‘Inferno 34: Satanic Physics and the Point of Transition’, Commento Baroliniano, 
Digital Dante (New York: Columbia University Libraries, 2018), 
<https://digitaldante.columbia.edu/dante/divine-comedy/inferno/inferno-34/>. 
43 Sheila J. Nayar, ‘Flesh Corruptible: Dante’s Inferno’, in Dante’s Sacred Poem: Flesh and the Centrality of 
the Eucharist to the Divine Comedy (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), pp. 47–94 (pp. 86–88). 
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a political leader (Brutus and Cassius) and a religious leader (Judas) and the suicides 

of all three mean that Lucifer is viewed as ‘tormenting three at once’ (‘tre ne facea così 

dolente’, l. 57), with the sinners becoming a new and antithetical three-in-one. This 

constitutes an erasure of the sinners’ individual identities in favour of a mutual and 

interminable shared experience of pain. Thinking back to this paper’s introductory 

statement regarding the suicides being denied the ability to name themselves, it 

becomes clear that this is not only an example of taboo: it is a clear statement about 

their loss of selfhood through the irrational act of suicide. 

 

THE SELF-DESTRUCTIVE CITY: BODY AND MIND COMBINED 

Returning once more to the wood of the suicides of Inferno 13, the loss of selfhood 

inherent to the experience of suicide is perhaps most visible in the following narrative. 

Dante’s wood of the suicides is home to the anonymous Florentine suicide, a tragic 

unnamed figure who describes his sad end thus: ‘I made my house into my gallows’ 

(‘Io fei gibetto a me de le mie case’, Inf. 13.151). The anonymity of this figure allows 

Dante to make of him a representative for all the citizens of Florence, and so in Dante’s 

description of his sad demise there exists a broader commentary on the self-

destructive nature of the city of Florence as a whole. In fact, Dante’s entire poem is 

filled with harsh invectives against his home city, the city that exiled him and did not 

welcome him back during his lifetime. In Inferno 15, for example, Dante, through the 

words of Brunetto Latini, describes the city of Florence as ‘il nido di malizia tanta’ 

(‘the home of so much malice’, Inf. 15.78). In Purgatorio 14.29–66, this time with the 

voice of Guido del Duca, Dante metaphorises the city of Florence as a barren wood 

that will not recover from the destruction wrought upon it for centuries to come: 

 
    ‘Covered in blood, he leaves that wretched wood 

in such a state that not one thousand years 

will make the trees grow green as once they were.’ 
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(Purg. 14.64–66)44 

Florence reappears in arboreal form in Paradiso 9, wherein Folco of Marseilles 

describes Florence as a city that sprang from a seed planted by Satan and that 

continues to spread disharmony like an accursed flower (otherwise known as the 

Florin, spreading greed throughout the world and making a wolf of the church, a 

reference to the avaricious she-wolf of Inferno 1):45 

 

    ‘Your city, which was planted by him, 

the first to turn his back upon his Maker 

and from whose envy comes such great distress, 

    ‘puts forth and spreads the accursèd flower 

that has led astray both sheep and lambs, 

for it has made a wolf out of its shepherd. 

(Par. 9.127–132)46 

 

The commentary on Florence in Inferno 13, then, can be read as a specific criticism of 

the sin and corruption that have ruined the once-just city and turned it into a den of 

debauchery and crime, utilising the anonymous Florentine suicide to represent the 

more extensive issue of the deep factional divisions within the body politic of 

Florence. This image of division prevails across the narrative within Inferno 13 and 

into the following canto, wherein his branches and leaves are scattered by the action 

of the spendthrifts, who tear through the wood as they are pursued by black dogs who 

attempt to use the suicide’s tree form as refuge: 

 

And he to us: ‘O souls who have arrived 

to see the shameless carnage 

 
44 ‘Sanguinoso esce de la trista selva; | lasciala tal, che di qui a mille anni | ne lo stato primaio non si 
rinselva”’. 
45 Massimo Verdicchio, The Poetics of Dante’s Paradiso (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), p. 
57. 
46 ‘La tua città, che di colui è pianta | che pria volse le spalle al suo fattore | e di cui è la ’nvidia tanto 
pianta, | produce e spande il maladetto fiore | c’ha disvïate le pecore e li agni, | però che fatto ha lupo 
del pastore’. 
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that has torn from me my leaves. 

‘gather them here at the foot of this wretched bush. 

(Inf. 13.139–142)47 

 

Urged by the love I bore my place of birth, 

I gathered up the scattered leaves and gave them back 

to him, who had by this time spent his breath. 

(Inf. 14.1–3)48 

 

The anonymous Florentine’s gallows looms at the very end of canto 13 as a reminder 

of the finality of suicide, and of the suicide’s self-damnation, both on earth and in Hell, 

to the borderland of the wood of the suicides, barren and lifeless from its very birth. 

While Dante’s gathering of the anonymous Florentine suicide’s scattered limbs and 

leaves at the beginning of Inferno 14 is a sign of his sorrow at the sad state of his city’s 

moral demise, they cannot be reattached, and so he remains divided, bleeding from 

his wounds. Dante’s gathering of the leaves may appear to bring the suicide’s tale into 

another narrative space and thus away from the outskirts; but as the reader discovers, 

his breath is already spent (‘era già fioco’, Inf. 14.3), and thus his hybrid 

communication is silenced. Here it is again appropriate to recall Dante’s later 

metaphorisation of the body politic of Florence in Epistle VII.23–24 as a series of beasts 

and suicides in turn, indicative of Dante’s own feelings of division from his city, and 

his sentiments towards the divided corpus methaforicum civitatis itself.49 It would 

appear, then, that Dante uses the anonymous Florentine suicide to paint an image of 

the civitas as a divided body, and thus places the blame for self-destruction, both 

individual and collective, on the Florentines themselves. This narrative, however, 

indubitably highlights Dante’s own emotional suffering as a result of his political exile 

from his city: contemplating the strange new boundaries of his world outside of 

 
47 ‘Ed elli a noi: “O anime che giunte | siete a veder lo strazio disonesto | c’ha le mie fronde sì da me 
disgiunte, | raccoglietele al piè del tristo cesto’. 
48 ‘Poi che la carità del natio loco | mi strinse, raunai le fronde sparte | e rende’le a colui, ch’era già 
fioco’. 
49 Elisa Brilli, Firenze e il profeta. Dante fra teologia e politica (Rome: Carocci, 2012), pp. 215–23. 
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Florence, the thresholds from which he is now barred, the reality of a life to be lived 

on the fringes, at the periphery of a society in which he used to play a central role. 

Dante’s depictions of the suicides examined in this study as hybrid figures, caught in-

between the human and the non-human, pushed to the peripheries, is directly linked 

to an understanding of, or at least a familiarity with, the emotional experiences of 

these souls in life; and the fact that it is so nuanced a depiction may lie in the fact that 

Dante himself had experienced a physical exile comparable to the emotional exile they 

felt. Through its depictions of mental reflection and corporeal presentation, Dante’s 

poetry allows the emotional narratives of the suicides to emerge, highlighting one way 

in which mental health narratives can be traced through literature. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The very nature of suicide, as an act that in contemplation and in execution isolates 

and separates a person from their community, pushing them to the limits of human 

experience and indeed human anguish, is itself reflected in Dante’s emotional and 

embodied depictions of the suicide souls scattered throughout the Commedia, and it 

seems that Dante is able to access to a certain extent the emotional trauma experienced 

by suicides through reflection on his experience of exile. The emotional discourses and 

discourses of hybridity contained within Dante’s depictions of the suicides mirror the 

ways in which the act of suicide distances the suicide from their rational mind, from 

their physical body, and from the civic body of their community; and so this study has 

brought the discussion of mental health contained within Dante’s poem from a 

marginal to a focal position. 

We have seen that suicide does indeed play a dynamic role in both the narrative 

and structure of Dante’s Commedia; yet it is still the case that the poet does not in fact 

mention the term ‘suicide’ anywhere in the work. We could perhaps easily attribute 

this to the simple linguistic fact that the substantive for the act or perpetrator of suicide 

did not exist in most European languages until the sixteenth century, undoubtedly as 
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at least a partial result of the taboo surrounding the subject in the Western European 

tradition.50 This would then suggest in turn that Dante was simply forced to conform 

to this taboo, out of linguistic necessity. The taboo re-emerges, however, in another 

distinct way in Dante’s text: none of the twenty figures whom I have identified as 

suicides in Dante’s Commedia are permitted by Dante to name themselves, and they 

are the only full category of sinners to be denied that right. Thus, while Dante’s work 

contains unusually nuanced and visible portrayals of suicide considering his medieval 

context, it is evident that the taboo surrounding suicide still remained strong in many 

ways, even for a poet who set out to explore the subject explicitly in his poetry. Further 

research in this area will promote sustained conversation regarding the 

marginalisation of mental health narratives, thus ensuring that such narratives 

continue to be foregrounded. 

 

 

 

 
50 Andreas Bähr, ‘Between “Self-Murder” and “Suicide”: The Modern Etymology of Self-Killing’, Journal 
of Social History, 46.3 (2013), 620–32 (p. 623); Minois, History of Suicide, pp. 3, 182. 
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Abstract: This article is about Swedish royal titulature and Finland’s absence from it. It is concerned with 

understanding why Finland, which was officially integrated into the Swedish kingdom in the thirteenth century, 

was never acknowledged in the short form of the Swedish royal title although others were, despite not being 

officially Swedish subjects. The article looks at the development of early medieval royal titles, including their 

meaning, and the context of their introduction and use. It then proposes several theories to try and address 

Finland’s lack of representation. These hypotheses require an investigation of alternative historical definitions of 

some of the ethnonyms used in royal titulature, and revaluate our understanding of Finland’s relationship with 

Sweden in the medieval and Early Modern periods. The study concludes that while a definite answer cannot be 

given, Finland’s native population might have been eclipsed from public view by the cultural Swedish elite. In 

addition, a historically negative reputation may have encouraged its exclusion from royal honours. It is also 

possible that Finland was included under a different terminology born out of the Early Modern Period’s 

reinterpretation of the past. Finally, evidence points to Finland being treated as its own entity separate from the 

rest of the kingdom.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Upon his accession to the throne in 1973, the current Swedish monarch, Carl XVI 

Gustaf, altered his official title to become known only as ‘King of Sweden’.1 Until then, 

the monarch’s official, shortened title had traditionally been ‘(By God’s grace) King of 

Sweden, the Götar and the Wends’.2 Unsurprisingly, royal titles in Sweden have not 

always been the same throughout the centuries. Prior to the fourteenth century, for 

instance, the title read ‘King of the Svear’ instead of ‘King of Sweden’. Similarly, the 

Götar were not always mentioned in the title. These developments, which will be 

explained in this article, are a reflection of the shifting political situation and ambitions 

of the various leaders who succeeded each other throughout the kingdom’s history. 

But one constant characteristic of Swedish royal titles is that they almost never 

included Finland or the Finns, despite their inclusion within Sweden for six hundred 

years. Nevertheless, there were religious and administrative positions relating to 

Finland held by people other than the king. It is not these positions which are the main 

focus of this article (although they will be briefly mentioned), but the king’s 

relationship with Finland as evidenced by his titles. As I shall explain in the course of 

this essay, kings often had many titles reflecting their possessions and claims. These 

titles were usually too long to be used conveniently on a daily basis. Thus, a shortened 

form of royal titulature would be used, focusing on the credentials considered most 

essential. Finland never made it into the shortened form of Swedish royal titulature.  

The purpose of this article is to try and understand why regional populations 

such as the Svear, the Götar, or the seemingly anecdotal Wends, were singled out in 

royal honours while Finland, an integral part of the kingdom, was to a large extent 

ignored. Swedish royal titulature included many other titles which cannot be studied 

 
1 Stefan Donecker and Roland Steinacher, ‘Der König der Schweden, Goten und Vandalen. 
Königstitulatur und Vandalenrezeption im frühneuzeitlichen Schweden’, in Vergangenheit und 
Vergegenwärtigung Frühes Mittelalter und europäische Erinnerungskultur, ed. by Helmut Reimitz and 
Bernhard Zeller (Vienna: Der Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2009), pp. 
169–204 (p. 169). 
2 In Swedish, the Wends are called Vender, but I will use the anglicised form in order to avoid any 
confusion with another population group with a similar name, the Vends. Conversely, I will retain the 
term Svear so as to avoid confusion with the modern term for all Swedish people, Swedes. 
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in the present article but Finland, being Sweden’s oldest dominion, is of particular 

interest. There is some literature concerning the Swedes’ perception of the Finns in 

law and daily life, although it remains a rather niche subject. Two pieces of scholarship 

are particularly relevant to this paper. Firstly, Marko Lamberg’s article ‘Perceptions 

of Finns and Ethnic Boundaries in Sweden during the Middle Ages and the Early 

Modern Era’, which provides an overview of the dynamic between the conquerors 

and their new subjects. It notably underlines the duality of Sweden’s treatment of the 

Finns: equal in law, inferior in life. Secondly, Torbjörn Eng’s PhD thesis, Det Svenska 

Väldet: ett konglomerat av uttrycksformer och begrepp från Vasa till Bernadotte [Swedish 

forms of Dominion: A conglomerate of Expressions and Concepts from Vasa to Bernadotte], 

addresses the construction and use of royal titles as political tool in Sweden. Eng’s 

timeline is, however, slightly different, his study mainly covering a later period than 

the present article. It is also not directly concerned with Finland. The current paper 

therefore aims to combine Lamberg’s ideas with Eng’s approach. 

I will firstly present a brief timeline of the evolution of Swedish royal titles with 

an emphasis on their beginnings in the medieval period. I will then discuss whether 

the meaning of ‘Svear’ might have been extended to them in a case of political 

assimilation. In turn, this will allow me to question whether negative attitudes 

towards the inhabitants of Finland may have contributed to their effacement from 

public view. Subsequently, I will focus on an alternative theory equating the Wends 

and the Finnish people. Lastly, I will show that Finland may have historically been 

treated as separate from the rest of the kingdom and therefore may not always have 

fallen under direct royal authority. The article will conclude that the design and use 

of royal titles in relation with Finland evidences a historically ambiguous relationship 

between the king of Sweden and his subjects, which underlines Finland’s relative 

autonomy within the realm. 
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2. A TIMELINE OF SWEDISH ROYAL TITLES 

a.   ‘King of the Svear’ 

The title assumed by Swedish leaders changed throughout the years. An infamous 

hindrance in the study of Swedish history is the near total lack of primary sources 

until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Therefore, while Rimbert’s Life of Saint 

Ansgar suggests that the title was already used in the ninth century, there may have 

been kings calling themselves ‘King of the Svear’ earlier than this.3 The first king for 

which there is concrete evidence is Olof Skötkonung who reigned from the late tenth 

to early eleventh century.4 At that time, Sweden was an elusive concept which was by 

no means as clearly defined as it is today. Instead, the different regions which now 

constitute Sweden were essentially independent from each other. Despite the 

historical influence of Svealand with Uppland at its core, Östergötland and 

Västergötland were essentially autonomous kingdoms of their own.5 Areas such as 

modern-day Småland and Jämtland may have functioned as peasant republics, while 

Götaland kept an ambiguous status until the seventeenth century.6 The earliest coins 

that Olof struck in the 990s (the first king to do so) were inscribed with SITUN, SIDEI, 

and similar expressions, referring only to Sigtuna.7 The first written mention of 

Sigtuna is found on these coins.8 Soon after, as evidenced by later coins, Olof began 

calling himself Rex Svevorum.9 Sigtuna was a Christian town situated in the region of 

Uppland, which was itself still mostly pagan.10 But the slightly wider scope allowed 

 
3 Olof Sundqvist, An Arena for Higher Powers: Ceremonial buildings and religious strategies for rulership in 
Late Iron Age Scandinavia (Leiden: Brill, 2015), pp. 40–2. 
4 Ibid., pp. 44–5. 
5 Thomas Lindkvist, ‘Kings and Provinces in Sweden’, in The Cambridge History of Scandinavia vol. 1: 
Prehistory to 1520, ed. by Knut Helle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 221–234 (pp. 
221–5).  
6 Philip Line, Kingship and State Formation in Sweden: 1130–1290 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), pp. 58–61. 
7 Lennart Castenhag, ‘Olof Skötkonungs sigtunapenningar från ca 995 − Sveriges första mynt?’ 
(Swedish Numismatic Society, 2018) <https://numismatik.se/2artiklar/Sigtunapenningar–995–
1030/SP.php> [accessed 26 April 2020]. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Sundqvist, An Arena for Higher Powers, p. 45. 
10 Birgit Sawyer, Medieval Scandinavia from Conversion to Reformation, ca. 800–1500 (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota, 1993), p. 104. 
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by the substitution of Sigtuna with the Svear suggests that Olof’s sphere of influence 

(or ambitions) might have grown with time. Nevertheless, the extent of his true power 

remains a source of debate.11 It is known that Olof had to retreat to Götaland as his 

Christian faith prevented him from exerting any real authority over the people of 

Uppland.12 This was notably recounted by the German chronicler Adam of Bremen 

during the late eleventh century, in his Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum.13 In 

any case, there is no direct evidence that Olof used the title of ‘King of the Svear and 

the Götar’ himself during his reign. It is possible, however, that the term Svear may 

have referred to both the Svear and the Götar since Svealand had historically been 

seen as the heart of what would become the Swedish kingdom. It is certainly how 

Adam uses the term. Indeed, as part of his description of Sweden, he carefully lists 

different regional populations, including the Götar (whom he calls Goths), and sums 

them up as being part of the Svear.14 This was common in ecclesiastical writings, but 

the fact that later kings felt the need to refine their title to include the Götar suggests 

that this conflation may not have been systematic. 

 

b.   ‘King of the Svear and the Götar’ 

In fact, the title of ‘King of the Götar’ and similar constructions existed in parallel to 

the title ‘King of the Svear’. It is less often documented, but examples include a papal 

letter from 1159 addressed to Karl Sverkersson, gothorum regi, which was used as a 

stand-alone title apparently encompassing the whole of Götaland.15 An earlier letter, 

from 1080, is specifically addressed to Visigothorum regibus, the kings of the Visigoths 

reigning in Västergötland.16 Interestingly, however, Karl Sverkersson, who in 1159 

was known as ‘King of the Götar’, was referred to as regis sweorum et gothorum by the 

 
11 Line, Kingship and State, p. 51. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Adam of Bremen, History of the Archbishops of Hamburg–Bremen, trans. by Francis Tschan (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1959). 
14 Adam of Bremen, pp. 204–6. 
15 Svensk Diplomatariums huvudkartotek (SDHK) nr: 44724. 
16 SDHK nr: 169. 
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pope in 1164, thus being the first ruler formally titled so in writing.17 In the five years 

between these two letters, serious political events happened in which the Pope played 

an important role:18 Karl’s rivals Erik and then Magnus, who had claimed Svealand, 

were defeated, allowing Karl to claim authority over their lands. In addition, it was 

decided that a new archdiocese would be created catering to Sweden, with Uppsala 

chosen as its see. It is thus likely that the Church encouraged the union of the Svear 

and the Götar to facilitate its own expansion across the realm.19 

It is not before the late thirteenth century that the Svear and the Götar were 

routinely used together as part of the royal title. The first leader to succeed in exerting 

direct and lasting influence over all regions of the realm was Birger Jarl. Earlier kings 

had enjoyed varying levels of success in the same endeavour, but the history of 

Sweden as a kingdom arguably starts with Birger.20 Indeed, by crushing local 

rebellions and forming an alliance with the Church in 1248 at the synod in Skänninge 

(a meeting attended by papal legates, Swedish bishops, Birger Jarl, and other 

dignitaries), the Jarl effectively created the Kingdom of Sweden and consolidated its 

borders, its definition and its administration.21 It is also during his rule that Finland 

was formally incorporated into Sweden. Finland, in the early Middle Ages, did not 

exist as a clearly defined political entity. It was a sparsely populated area, comprising 

loosely organised Finnic farming groups in the south, and mostly nomadic Sámi 

populations in the north.22 There is no evidence for the existence of a state or 

overarching kingdom encompassing these different peoples at any point during the 

medieval period which, I suggest, may have made Birger Jarl’s conquest of their 

territories easier. But Birger Jarl, whilst he held power, was never king. His son 

 
17 SDHK nr: 202. 
18 Nils Blomkvist, Stefan Brink and Thomas Lindkvist, ‘The kingdom of Sweden’, in Christianization and 
the Rise of Christian Monarchy: Scandinavia, Central Europe and Rus’ c.900–1200, ed. by Nora Berend 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 167–213 (p. 200). 
19 Ibid. 
20 Line, Kingship and State, p. 51. 
21 Lindkvist, ‘Kings and Provinces’, pp. 226–30. 
22 Joonas Ahola and Frog, ‘Approaching the Viking Age in Finland’ in Fibula, Fabula, Fact: The Viking 
Age in Finland, ed. by Joonas Ahola and Frog with Clive Tolley (Helsinki: SKS, 2014), pp. 21–84 (p. 55–
60). 
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Magnus Ladulås, however, was elected king in 1275. He was the first king to 

commonly use the title of Sveorum gothorumque Rex.23  

 

c.   ‘King of Sweden, the Götar, and the Wends’ 

At the beginning of the fourteenth century, ‘Sweden’ replaced ‘the Svear’ in royal 

titulature.24 Magnus Eriksson was the first to enact the change. This followed a similar 

trend in continental Europe, whereby ethnic titles were transformed into territorial 

ones during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The Rex Francorum [‘King of the 

Franks’] became Rex Franciae [‘King of France’], the Rex Anglorum [‘King of the 

Angles’] became Rex Angliae [‘King of England’], etc. These changes followed the 

consolidation of power in these newly centralised states.25 The change in titulature in 

Sweden happened in a similar context, during the reign of the first king to enact a 

kingdom-wide law. Until then, provincial laws had prevailed. The late thirteenth and 

early fourteenth centuries saw the greatest developments in state formation in 

Sweden.26 Eng also points out that, during Magnus Eriksson’s reign, the use of ‘Götar’ 

as part of the title sharply decreased.27 Of course, they were now understood to be part 

of Sweden. However, the ‘Götar’ were swiftly reinstated by the next regents, in what 

Eng argues was a propagandistic reminder of Sweden’s ties to ancient and prestigious 

Germanic tribes.28 Interestingly, the ‘Götar’ element was kept as it had been 

previously, an ethnic title, and was never transformed into a territorial one (‘Götarike’ 

or ‘Götaland’).29 The reasons for this are unclear, although the intent was probably to 

avoid giving the impression of territorial division and to focus solely on the lineage. 

The Wendish component came in much later. The ethnonym ‘Wends’ has 

always referred to Slavic populations, but depending on the author and time period, 

 
23 SDHK nr: 1071; 1096; 1107; 1124 etc. 
24 Torbjörn Eng, Det Svenska Väldet: ett konglomerat av uttrycksformer och begrepp från Vasa till Bernadotte 
(Lund: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 2001), p. 88. 
25 Ibid., p. 58. 
26 See Philip Line, Kingship and State. 
27 Eng, Det Svenska Väldet, p. 88. 
28 Ibid., p. 93. 
29 Ibid. 
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it could denote a wide variety of people.30 Ever since Tacitus wrote about the Wends, 

the term has been clouded in mystery. Different interpretations of it have surfaced 

throughout the centuries. The Wends have at times been thought of as living in the 

southern Baltic regions, in Finland, or even further south in continental Europe.31 

Nineteenth-century linguists saw a connection between the modern Finnish word for 

Russia, Venäjä, and the Wends or one of their sub-branches, the Veneti. The theory has 

yet to be convincingly rebuked.32 Some scholars, especially during the Early Modern 

period, considered the Wends to be identical with the Vandals, a Roman-era Germanic 

tribe that migrated from southern Scandinavia. The opinion of Early Modern 

historians on that theory was usually informed by their political agenda.33 It was 

certainly a convenient association, allowing the Swedish king to claim authority over 

a wider range of southern Baltic people (the Wends), under the pretence that they had 

once come from Sweden (the Vandals).34 

However, in the context of medieval Scandinavian history, the name 

Wends/Vender was most often attributed to the populations inhabiting modern-day 

eastern Germany and Poland.35 The term appears with this precise meaning 

throughout Old Norse literature.36 The title of ‘King of the Wends’ had, therefore, 

initially nothing to do with Sweden. In fact, the first king to claim authority over the 

Wends was Canute VI of Denmark, who reigned between 1182 and 1202. He had just 

conquered Pomerania and Mecklenburg in present-day northern Germany and, 

therefore, assumed a new title to demonstrate this.37 It was then part of Danish 

 
30 Rado Lencek, ‘The Terms Wende–Winde, Wendisch–Windisch in the Historiographic Tradition of 
the Slovene Lands’, Slovene Studies Journal, 12 (1990), 93–97. 
31 Donecker and Steinacher, ‘Der König der Schweden’, pp. 169–77. 
32 Vilhelm Ludvig Peter Thomsen, The Relations Between Ancient Russia and Scandinavia, and the Origin of 
the Russian State: Three Lectures Delivered at the Taylor Institution. Oxford, in May, 1876 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 3. 
33 Donecker and Steinacher, ‘Der König der Schweden’, pp. 169–77. 
34 Eng, Det Svenska Väldet, pp. 101–3. 
35 Tinna Damgård–Sørensen, ‘Danes and Wends: a study of the Danish attitude towards the Wends’ in 
People and Places in Northern Europe, 500–1600: Essays in Honour of Peter Hayes Sawyer, ed. by Ian Wood 
and Niels Lund (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1991), pp. 171–187 (171–81). 
36 Danakonunga sögur: Skjöldunga saga, Knýtlinga saga, Ágrip af sögu Danakonunga, ed. by Bjarni Guðnason 
(Reykjavík: Fornritafél, 1982), pp. 93, 335. For many other examples, see index p. 197. 
37 Damgård–Sørensen, ‘Danes and Wends’, pp. 171–81. 
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monarchs’ titulature until 1972. In Sweden, Gustav Vasa is usually considered to be 

the first to have appropriated the new title following the kingdom’s breakaway from 

the Kalmar Union, which had united it with Norway and Denmark since 1397.38 But, 

in fact, Karl Knutsson, who reigned at various times during the fifteenth century, was 

already known as ‘King of the Wends’ in addition to ‘Sweden and the Geats’, as 

attested in a notice of his death from 1470.39 He did, however, reign in the context of 

the Kalmar Union and was therefore also King of Denmark, which explains the use of 

the title.40 He also worked personally to form alliances with Poland and the Teutonic 

Order, thus adding weight to his use of the title.41 Vasa’s revival of it was possibly 

both about claiming descent from an ancient, illustrious tribe, and about competing 

with the king of Denmark.42 Indeed, the latter had appropriated the title of ‘King of 

the Götar’, despite the Götar firmly belonging to Sweden. Vasa may have simply 

returned the favour by appropriating the Wends.43 Anecdotally, we may note that 

Vasa’s grandson, Sigismund III, was made king of Sweden in addition to being king 

of Poland in 1592. In his case, therefore, he truly was ‘King of the Wends’. The union 

of both kingdoms did not, however, last long.44 

 

d.   Bishop, hertig, and ‘Grand Prince’ of Finland 

The absence of Finland from the royal titles does not mean that no title ever had any 

connection to Finland. Ever since the Church first identified Finland as a target for its 

Christianisation efforts, titles relating to it have been used. In the twelfth and early 

thirteenth centuries, for instance, there were bishops of Finland. Very little is known 

about the earliest holders of the position. A papal letter from 1209 laments the 

 
38 Ibid. 
39 SDHK nr: 29110. 
40 Jens Olesen, ‘Inter–Scandinavian Relations’, in The Cambridge History of Scandinavia, ed. by Knut Helle, 
pp. 710–770 (pp. 743–53). 
41 Ibid. 
42 Donecker and Steinacher, ‘Der König der Schweden’, p. 169–70. 
43 Ibid. 
44 For an overview of this brief period of Swedish history, see Stefan Östergren, Sigismund: en biografi 
över den svensk–polske monarken (Stockholm: KHF, 2005). 
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difficulty of finding volunteers for the assignment owing to the notorious fate suffered 

by previous candidates.45 It is therefore more than likely that the first bishops had very 

little influence on the local population, if any at all, though they were the first bearers 

of a title exclusively relating to Finland. For the first hundred years of Christian 

presence in Finland, the bishop also functioned as a secular leader. Bishop Bero, who 

was in charge from 1248 to 1258, had influence on religious matters but was also 

credited in later sources with organising taxation in the region.46 

The progressive consolidation of centralised power in Sweden during the 

thirteenth century led to an administrative position, separate from the religious office, 

being created in order to manage Finland: hertig av Finland. The term hertig does not 

have a direct English equivalent, although it is cognate with German herzog, which is 

still a title today. Both hertig and herzog are usually translated as ‘Duke’. The first 

holder of this new title was Bengt, Birger Jarl’s son, who held it from 1284 to 1291.47 It 

is unclear what the position entailed. It is also unclear how necessary it was. Indeed, 

between Bengt and his successor, there was a gap of eleven years during which it 

appears that no one held the title. In fact, only a handful of men spread over three 

centuries seem to have ever held the title of hertig av Finland.48 It is possible that the 

notorious lack of medieval Swedish and Finnish sources may be depriving us of some 

information concerning potential additional holders; however, the fact that bishops 

were still active during this time and were well documented suggests that they might 

never have fully given up responsibility for the province. In fact, Bengt was offered 

the diocese of Linköping shortly after being named hertig, and served as its bishop 

from 1286 until his death.49 What is interesting about the title of hertig av Finland is that 

 
45 SDHK nr: 321. 
46 ‘Chronicon episcoporum Finlandensium’, in Scriptores rerum suecicarum vol. 3:2, ed. by Claes 
Annerstedt (Uppsala: Edvardus Berling, 1876) 
<http://www.columbia.edu/acis/ets/Sweden/Abo/contents.html> [accessed 28 April 2020]. 
47 Line, Kingship and State, p. 136. 
48 Ibid, p. 185. 
49 SDHK nr: 1356. 
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the men holding these titles were not the king. They were, however, close relatives of 

the king. This can be interpreted in several ways.  

Firstly, while the title of ‘King of Sweden and the Götar’ conveyed the idea that 

the monarch was directly in charge, delegating to less senior relatives could instead 

convey the impression that Finland was a periphery not considered prestigious 

enough to be the king’s responsibility. This would not be surprising considering the 

systematically demeaning view taken of the Finns throughout the medieval period, 

which will be discussed at a later stage in this article. But there is also another possible 

explanation for the delegation of the dukedom of Finland to a royal relative: dynastic 

territorial partition. There are examples of this elsewhere in Europe, notably in 

medieval Hungary, where the king’s brothers and other close kinsmen were routinely 

given a dukedom (often external territories conquered by Hungary) over which they 

essentially reigned as sovereigns themselves.50 This arrangement was very similar to 

that existing between the king of Sweden and the duke of Finland. In fact, Croatia, 

which was taken over by Hungary in 1091, retained its local nobility and for many 

purposes its own government, meaning that the takeover remained peaceful for 

several centuries.51 It is possible that a similar situation prevailed in Finland; there is 

no evidence to suggest the contrary. In Hungary, partitioning the land was probably 

a way of ensuring stable successions, although the exact origins of the practice remain 

unclear.52 Indeed, by installing rulers from the same dynasty in all corners of the 

kingdom, the Hungarian king could make sure that power would not fall into the 

hands of another family. However, while parallels between the dukedom of Finland 

and the Hungarian dukedoms are plentiful, there is a major difference between them. 

On the one hand, the territories taken over by Hungary had been kingdoms in their 

own right, centralised and organised with their own reigning dynasties. There was, 

therefore, a real risk that these dynasties may rebel to regain their sovereignty. 

 
50 Pál Engel, The Realm of St Stephen: A History of Medieval Hungary, 895–1526, trans. by Tamás Pálosfalvi 
(London: I.B Tauris, 2001), pp. 30–5.  
51 Ibid., pp. 35–6. 
52 Engel, The Realm of St Stephen, pp. 30–1. 
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Finland, on the other hand, had never been united before. The Swedish king would 

therefore not have needed to keep it from native royal families. In conclusion, it is 

impossible to say with any certainty why the king of Sweden delegated Finland to his 

kinsmen, although there may be both cultural and strategic reasons for this. 

From the sixteenth century onward, it must be acknowledged that Finland did 

feature more prominently in royal titulature. King Johan III was the first, somewhere 

between 1577 and 1581, to call himself ‘Grand Prince [storfurste] of Finland’.53 He had 

first held the title of hertig, given to him by his father Gustav Vasa.54 During his stint 

as hertig, Johan certainly seems to have been more invested in his estate than his 

medieval predecessors. He settled in Turku where he turned the ducal court into one 

of the most refined of northern Europe.55 Under his lead, Finland became a culturally 

and politically prominent part of Sweden. Acting as a truly independent leader, he 

was sometimes at odds with official Swedish policy, which eventually led to his 

brother King Erik jailing him and stripping him of his titles in 1563.56 After Johan’s 

eventual accession to the throne in 1568, it became habitual for Swedish monarchs to 

assume a title related to Finland. This was most often that of ‘Grand Prince of Finland’ 

following the example of the traditional Russian use of similar titles both by the tsar 

himself and other senior members of the royal family.57  

Kings often have numerous titles and honours. They may belong to military 

orders or hold local distinctions. This is true of many modern monarchs as well. Until 

the Vasa dynasty, Swedish kings had held relatively simple and straightforward titles. 

But as the realm and later empire grew, titles were used to assert authority over an 

 
53 Lena Huldén, ‘Johan III’ in Biografiskt lexikon för Finland 1. Svenska tiden, ed. by Henrik Knif and 
Fredrik Hertzberg (Helsinki: Atlantis, 2008) <http://www.blf.fi/artikel.php?id=313> [accessed 28 
April 2020]. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 For a history of the title of Grand Prince in Russia, see Mikhail Raev, ‘The emergence of the title velikii 
kniaz’ in Rus’ and the Povest’ Vremennykh let’, Zbornik radova Vizantoloskog instituta 51 (2004) 47–69 
(p. 51). For a study of the implications of the use of such a title in various diplomatic situations during 
the Early Modern era, see Jan Hennings, Russia and Courtly Europe: Ritual and the Culture of Diplomacy, 
1648–1725 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
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ever-larger number of areas. On his coronation day, the fifteenth of March 1607, Karl 

IX (Johan’s younger brother), for instance, held the titles of ‘Sveriges, Götes, Venders, 

Finnars, Karelers, Lappars i Norrlanden, de Kajaners, och Esters i Livland, etc. 

Konung’.58 The ‘etc.’ is especially telling as it suggests that the list may be longer, even 

if it officially was not. Such a long title would have been reserved for formal occasions 

only. It would have appeared on very important letters sent to foreign dignitaries, and 

diplomatic events. On a more casual basis, however, a shorter title would have been 

used. Karl IX’s coins only read inscriptions such as ‘CAROLVS IX D[ei] G[ratia] 

SVECORVM GOTHORVM VANDALORUM ETC REX’.59 A letter written to the 

German community living in Stockholm in January 1607 omits royal honours, instead 

using his local titles of ‘Duke of Södermannland, Närke and Wärmland’.60 Of course, 

the king had not been crowned yet, which may explain this choice, but he had been 

reigning for several years already and therefore a royal or regent title could have been 

expected. Indeed, he had already used royal titulature on his coins long before his 

coronation ceremony.61  Nevertheless, the letter shows that a king could use different 

titles depending on the occasion. In a break with tradition, Karl IX did mention the 

Finns as such, rather than simply Finland, as part of his title alongside other peoples 

over which he claimed authority.62 He also did away with the title of Grand Prince, 

and simply listed the Finns alongside his other subjects. The changes were applied to 

all other titles too. Instead of referring to Karelia, he listed the Karelians, instead of 

Lappland, the ‘Lapps in the northern lands’, and so on.63 

In his study of royal titulature, Eng discusses Karl IX’s choices. He proposes 

that Karl’s titulature may have been a reflection of the political situation following the 

 
58 Sofia Ruhne, Bilden som budskap: myntningen i Sverige 1568–1611 (Stockholm: Stockholm Universitets 
Historiska Institutionen, 2004), pp. 26–7. 
59 Ibid. 
60 ‘Karl IX:s stadsfästelsebrev till Stockholms tyska församling 1607’ 
<https://stockholmskallan.stockholm.se/post/27985> [accessed 29 April 2020]. 
61 Ruhne, Bilden som budskap, pp. 25–26. 
62 Ibid., pp. 26–7. 
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Treaty of Teusina struck in 1595 between Sweden and Russia.64 This treaty was drawn 

up following the Old Livonian (1558–1583) and Russo-Swedish (1590–1595) wars, 

which saw Sweden and Russia compete for expansion.65 The new peace treaty 

required future kings of Sweden to renounce a number of titles previously held by 

Johan III.66 The Russians were also made to relinquish several territories, thus re-

establishing the borders as they were prior to the conflict.67 Eng’s argument suggests 

that Karl IX may have therefore tried to maintain some claim over as many 

populations as possible without risking a diplomatic rift. Eng also presents other 

possible explanations for Karl’s titulature, one of which is the natural continuation of 

the new diplomatic circumstances I just discussed. Karl IX may have tried to shift the 

focus from territories, which were now more strictly regulated following the treaty, to 

the people who inhabited these lands.68 Claiming sovereignty over people rather than 

lands, which of course could not move around as populations could, effectively 

allowed Karl to claim authority over these subjects while bypassing the limitations 

imposed by the treaty. In theory, should the land be taken over by the enemy, its 

people would remain the Swedish king’s subjects. Had it been realistic, this would of 

course have been extremely advantageous. 

In addition, Andrew Gillett points out that, in the case of early Germanic 

kingdoms such as those of the Franks and the Lombards, the insistence on specific 

peoples in royal titles was not only intended to assert the king’s power over them, but 

was in fact a means to convey unity among them. Indeed, Gillett explains that the 

Merovingian Lombardic and Frankish territories were divided within sub-regions 

which in some cases were nearly independent and competed against each other.69 

Lumping together an entire group based on their ethnicity despite political divisions 
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could have therefore been used as a diplomatic tool to force peace.70 Based on this 

example, it can be suggested that Karl IX’s change of titulature was therefore a 

reflection of the political landscape of his time rather than an indication of his own 

attitudes towards Finland. It is worth noting that, despite the apparent success of 

Johan’s stint as ruler of Finland, Eng also questions the extent to which the Vasa 

dynasty truly held authority over Finland, or to what extent the public had confidence 

in this authority. Years of wars against the Russians, the resurgence of paganism in 

pockets of Finland, and the refusal by some Swedish troops to fight on the Finnish 

front, may have eroded public faith in Sweden’s ability to handle the area.71 Thus, Karl 

IX’s titulature may have listed the Finns alongside all other subjects, rather than as a 

separate dukedom, to emphasise a sense of unity which had been lacking until then. 

Lastly, Gillett also reminds us that there is little evidence that royal titles as 

presented in surviving sources, which were often written by third parties, were 

routinely used by the kings themselves.72 Karl IX’s use of an ethnic title for the Finns 

(among other peoples) might therefore have been exceptional even during his reign – 

further research into contemporary charters will be needed to determine this. A 

degree of personal preference should also always be accounted for,73 meaning that 

there is perhaps less to read into his title than previously thought. 

In any case, neither Finland nor the Finns were ever made part of the shortened 

form of the Swedish royal title. In addition, listing the Finns as a people rather than 

Finland both originated and ceased with Karl IX and, while his successors kept 

occasional use of ‘Grand Prince’, they only used it during formal occasions. It 

ultimately stopped being used altogether in the eighteenth century. It was briefly 

recreated for the infant son of Gustav IV Adolf; however, he died early and Sweden 

subsequently lost Finland in 1809.74 The question therefore remains as to why Finland 
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was never given the same rank as other regions, and why ceremonial titles attached 

to it were never ostensibly or consistently used. 

3. POSSIBLE REASONS FOR THE EFFACEMENT OF THE FINNS 

a.   The Finns hidden behind the Swedish majority 

Lamberg has argued that, in a legal context, the Finns were understood to be Swedish 

and therefore did not need to be singled out.75 The idea that the Finns were generally 

seen as Swedish is also supported by the fact that a significant part of Finland’s 

population were immigrants from central Sweden.76 As mentioned above, we know 

that Viking Age and medieval Finland was sparsely populated, and there is no 

indication that this region was centrally administered.77 Following the Swedish 

takeover of Finland, there was a sizable influx of new arrivals. Over the course of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, many people crossed the Gulf of Bothnia from 

Sweden into Finland in search for more land and, possibly, hoping to escape growing 

taxes.78 Many of these people may have come from Hälsingland, which led to many 

place-names in southern Finland to reflect that origin: Helsingfors, better known as 

Helsinki, is a prime example of those immigrants’ toponymical impact on the region.79 

Taxes, infrastructure, town building, and major economic developments were all 

orchestrated by the Swedish authorities,80 in line with the wider processes of state 

formation and Europeanisation witnessed in Sweden during the same period.81 Thus, 

there easily could have been a conflation between the ideas of coming from Finland 

and being Swedish.  

It must also be noted that the local population seems not to have fought off their 

Scandinavian neighbours. The incorporation of Finland into the Swedish kingdom 

 
75 Marko Lamberg, ‘Perceptions of Finns and Ethnic Boundaries in Sweden during the Middle Ages 
and the Early Modern Era’, NORDEUROPAforum Zeitschrift für Politik, Wirtschaft und Kultur, 14 (2004), 
3–23 (pp. 4–5). 
76 John Westerholm, ‘Populating Finland’, Fennia, 180 (2002), 123–140 (pp. 128–30). 
77 Ibid. 
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79 ‘Svenska Ortnamn i Finland’ (Helsinki: Institutet för de inhemska språken, 2012) 
<http://kaino.kotus.fi/svenskaortnamn/> [accessed 27 April 2020]. 
80 Kirby, pp. 38–9. 
81 Line, Kingship and State, pp. 420–62. 
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was remarkably peaceful. There had been some crusades into Finland in order to 

Christianise the remaining pagans there during the first half of thirteenth century, and 

possibly as early as the twelfth century, but the overall conquest was quite 

uneventful.82 There is no evidence, for instance, of large-scale rebellions as had been 

seen in Uppland in the mid-thirteenth century. Of course, all sources concerning 

medieval Finland come from Sweden and may therefore be biased. Yet, fourteenth-

century laws seem to suggest that the Finns were well-respected, at least in theory, 

and were given the same rights as ethnic Swedes.83 The assimilation might therefore 

have been rather smooth. In support of this theory, a letter from Birger Jarl dated to 

1250 may be used: it clearly states that whoever settled in the kingdom of Sweden 

(including Finland) would have to follow Swedish laws and would be called a 

‘Swede’.84 The fact that later chronicles credited Bero, a contemporary of Birger Jarl, 

with introducing taxes in Finland has already been noted. Furthermore, taxation 

records from the sixteenth century indirectly point to a taxation system linked to the 

Crown already being in place in the thirteenth century.85 This is evidence that Swedish 

systems of governance were already in effect in Finland and that the local population 

was expected to follow the kingdom’s laws. This, coupled with the fact that a large 

part of Finland’s population directly came from Sweden, help explain the conflation. 

 

b.   Negative views of the Finns 

In parallel, it is possible that the king did not want to emphasise this association. There 

was perhaps a reluctance to fully acknowledge his new subjects. Indeed, we know 

that the Finns were routinely seen as uncultured and brutal, which was a common 

medieval attitude to most populations living on the periphery of established 

kingdoms. Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis is an excellent example of the 
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systematically negative treatment of peripheral groups. As far back as Tacitus, who 

describes what he calls the Fennians as ‘living in wonderful savageness’, learned men 

despised the populations of modern-day Finland.86 In Adam of Bremen’s Gesta, 

Finland is consistently depicted in a negative light. Its inhabitants are said to be 

‘barbarians and savage’,87 and later marginalia points out their use of poison as 

murder method, thus underlining their treacherous character.88 Medieval popes and 

higher clergy also routinely complained about Finland and its perceived lack of 

religious zeal.89  

The Finns’ representations in narrative work also did not escape the stereotypes 

and many scholars such as Else Mundal or Jeremy DeAngelo have written about their 

depiction in the sagas.90 Heimskringla is full of references to Finnish people – although 

in most cases it is unclear whether the author meant Finnic or Sámi populations.91 It is 

hard to distinguish between historical fact, myth and fiction in Heimskringla because 

it was written several centuries after the events it aims to depict. This means that its 

treatment of Finnish people(s) should be read not as reflection of Viking Age attitudes 

but as a reflection of a thirteenth-century Christian Icelandic author’s views.92 

However, in many cases Heimskringla’s depiction of Finnish people is similar to that 

of Adam of Bremen, with an emphasis on their alleged treacherous behaviour through 

the practice of magic. Sámi women, in particular, are often blamed for manipulating 

Norse men through magic.93 Sámi warriors are accused of cheating in battle by 

 
86 Tacitus, The Germania and the Agricola: The Oxford Translation Revised, with Notes, intro. by Edward 
Brookes (2013), p. 46 <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/7524/7524–h/7524–h.htm> [accessed 25 
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87 Adam of Bremen, p. 200. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Lamberg, ‘Perceptions of Finns’, p. 5. For examples, see SDHK nr: 321, 514, 207 etc. 
90 Else Mundal, ’The perception of the Saamis and their religion in Old Norse sources’, in Shamanism 
and Northern Ecology, ed. by Juha Pentikäinen (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1996), pp. 97–116. See also Jeremy 
DeAngelo, ‘The North and the Depiction of the “Finnar” in the Icelandic Sagas’, Scandinavian Studies, 
82 (2010) 257–286. 
91 DeAngelo, ‘The North’, pp. 262–3. 
92 Ibid., p. 257. 
93 Snorri Sturluson, Heimskringla (vol. I), trans. and ed. by Anthony Faulkes and Alison Finlay (London: 
Viking Society for Northern Research, 2011), pp. 72–3. 
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manipulating the weather.94 Other examples abound. This emphasis put on magic, 

nearly always used for evil purposes (from a Norse perspective), helped the author 

underline the otherness of the Finnish people.95    

Negative attitudes towards the Finns are also obvious in later (and better 

documented) times. A literary drama released in 1647, Alle Bedlegrannas Spegel, tells 

the story of an innocent maiden marrying a cruel and brutal Finnish man who 

eventually murders her and runs away to Finland in order to escape the authorities in 

Sweden.96 Since such ideas of Finnish people as brutal, violent and uncivilised seem 

to have persisted over the centuries, it is possible that the king expressed their lower 

status through his title. 

 

c. The Wends as Finns 

It has been suggested that the Finns may have been what Vasa had in mind when he 

added the Wends to his titulature.97 Eng has pointed out that the typical Latin term 

for the Finns, finnis, was usually used in the Early Modern period to specifically 

denote the Sámi (rather than all inhabitants of Finland), and Vasa may not have 

wanted to be associated with them.98 He would have thus needed another term to refer 

to the inhabitants of Finland outside of the Sámi. The ethnonym ‘Wends’ may have 

provided him with a reasonable alternative. Indeed, there exists an alternative 

interpretation of the name Wends. It was particularly popular in Early Modern 

Sweden, at a time when the nation was rewriting its own ancestry by reinterpreting 

(and sometimes inventing) its ties to ancient Germanic tribes. Critics of this 

fundamentally flawed approach to history, such as Olaus Petri, were silenced by royal 

order.99  Because the ethnonym itself has been used to mean different populations 
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from different regions throughout times, there is indeed room for interpretation.100 

While most medieval sources reserve the name ‘Wends’ for the Slavic populations in 

the southern parts of the Baltic region, there have been instances in history where the 

Wends were connected to the Finns. Ptolemy, for instance, described them as living 

much closer to what he called the Finns than is alleged in most later sources.101 But it 

is in the post-medieval period that the connection between Wends and Finns 

strengthens. Among other documents, a map from 1482 places Venthelant somewhere 

around northern Sweden.102 Martin Waldseemüller’s map from 1516 presents an area 

called Ventheland of which the main towns are listed as Oburgis (Åbo) and Viburgis 

(Vyborg).103 Of course, these were well-known Finnish towns. The map provides 

unreliable information, however, with some of its illustrations intended to depict 

Scandinavia mixed up with those from Asia.104 It is, therefore, possible that this 

Ventheland might be misplaced. It was also common for Early Modern maps to refer 

to the Gulf of Finland as sinus Venedicus, which was said to be named after the people 

inhabiting the regions on each side of the gulf, an area called Venelandia. Venelandia 

was in turn assumed to be cognate with Finlandia.105 

But it must be remembered that maps can be just as politically motivated as 

books. Their content should therefore never be automatically considered true. German 

historians were particularly popular in Early Modern Sweden, and they used the term 

Wandalia to refer to Finland and neighbouring areas. This, however, had been the case 

since at least the twelfth century when der/die Wenden first appeared in German to 

refer to any Slavs.106 Early Modern authors and cartographers may have been 

influenced by the German terminology, which is not evidence that the Wends truly 

were Finns. Furthermore, all the maps associating Finland with the Wends were 
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written precisely at a time when Scandinavian kingdoms were scrambling to rewrite 

their histories by appropriating ancient Germanic tribes. The maps may therefore 

reflect the political propaganda of the time rather than objective scientific data. 

The conflation between Wends and Finns later gained mass appeal because of 

Swedish historian Johannes Messenius’ fifteen-volume work Scondia Illustrata written 

between 1616 and 1636.107 In this monumental history of Sweden, Messenius presents 

his understanding of how the Wends came to inhabit Finland. That sees him draw the 

genealogical tree of ancient Germanic tribes, going back to the Biblical Flood and 

Noah’s descendants. He argues that the Wends belonged to a much larger empire over 

which Noah’s fourth son ruled until the empire was broken up, and the Wends and 

Slavs were separated from the rest. He then goes on to explain how the Wends spread 

from the Caucasus all the way up to Scandinavia, including the traditional areas 

associated with them in modern-day Germany and Poland. The Romans, however, 

are said to have reclaimed the lower parts of Venelandia, but we are told that the 

northern part of it, fiercely defended by the Swedes, retained control of its land and 

kept its name. And that is how the inhabitants of Finland came to be known as Wends 

when no one else bore this name anymore.108  

This theory’s strongpoint is that it emphasises the subtle difference between 

using an ethnic title as opposed to a territorial one. Messenius’ story about the origins 

of the Finns and the Wendish diaspora across Europe makes it possible for the so-

called ‘King of the Wends’ to claim authority over an incalculable amount of people 

without being restricted by borders. By adopting a title relating to Finland, which by 

that time was well-defined, the holder would restrict himself to that particular area. 

In addition to this, we know that when Karl IX was crowned and assumed, among 

others, the title of king over the ‘Lapps in the northern lands’, this was met with 

protest. It caused uproar not because he claimed authority over this particular people, 

but because this amounted to serious territorial claims which could have technically 
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encompassed parts of Norway and Russia on top of northern Sweden and Finland.109 

Avoiding a controversial territorial claim, while asserting authority over an elusive 

people, was therefore politically smart. Messenius also reminds us how a king’s title 

can help create a narrative about the kingdom. In that sense, the loosely-defined 

Wends were useful as a blank canvas on which the king could project a glorious 

history to tie back to his current possessions.  

Nevertheless, Messenius’ reinterpretation of Biblical and Roman history, and 

his account of the Germanic migrations across Europe, are mostly fictitious. His work 

inscribes itself in a wider scholarly trend typical of the Early Modern period which 

was concerned with national self-awareness and notions of mother/fatherland.110 It 

was written to provide legitimacy to the people of Finland by linking them to the 

ancient Scandinavian populations and served to justify the Swedish king’s hold on 

Finland by presenting the kingdom as protector of the Wends. It conveniently lumped 

the Vandals, the Wends and all Scandinavian peoples together, manipulating their 

names and movements to create a politically relevant narrative. It must be 

remembered that this was written at a time when Sweden was expanding its empire 

and becoming a military superpower in Early Modern Europe. Thus, a lot of what was 

written then served to legitimise and explain the rise of this newcomer to the 

international stage and served as justification for further military conquests.111 It can, 

therefore, be concluded that Vasa’s revival of the title was motivated by several 

factors. Firstly, he probably tried to add perceived prestige to his titulature by 

invoking a nearly mythical tribe. Additionally, it may have been an attempt to claim 

populations in the southern Baltic region. Finally, he may also have simply 

appropriated his rival’s title.  

There is nevertheless a serious flaw in this theory: if the Wends meant the Finns, 

then why the need for another title (Grand Prince) reserved exclusively for Finland? 
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The king had many regional titles. For example, Karl IX’s use of his title of Duke of 

Södermannland, among others, has already been noted. However, these titles referred 

to smaller political units. Finland was also divided within smaller political units, and 

yet the title of Grand Prince referred to the whole of Finland. Based on this 

inconsistency alone, the theory that the Wends equated the Finns should be 

considered carefully. 

  

d.   A separate title for a truly separate office 

As noted previously, early medieval holders of the title hertig were separate from the 

king. It is perhaps in that separation of powers that the answer to our questions lies. 

For reasons that might have included all of the aforementioned, it is conceivable that 

Finland was genuinely treated as slightly separate from the rest of the kingdom, not 

simply intellectually but also administratively. It is intriguing that both the titles of 

hertig and ‘Grand Prince’ are related to Finland and not to the Finns directly. As 

explained earlier, the Swedes took over Finland out of political necessity, pressed by 

the Church. Rather than being a natural extension of the king’s personal authority, I 

consider it plausible that for the first couple of centuries of Swedish rule, the 

administration of Finland was considered more of a task entrusted to the Swedish 

state by the Church, a sort of nominal guardianship.  

Indeed, there is already clear evidence that, during the early thirteenth century 

and most probably earlier, the Archbishop of Lund was tasked with finding bishops 

to send to Finland (the Archdiocese of Lund, then in Denmark, was responsible for 

Sweden as well).112 This was a request from the Church, not a royal ambition. 

Secondly, we also know that half-way through the thirteenth century, responsibility 

over Finland was transferred directly to the papal legate William of Sabina, who was 

given extraordinary powers to override all Scandinavian bishops.113 Sabina was able 

to unilaterally dictate terms concerning Finland and directly gave instructions 
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regarding the policies to adopt in the region.114 Between 1246 and 1248, there was no 

bishop at all and, instead, the region may have been administered directly by friars, 

although which exact order was in charge is debated.115 Finland may have simply been 

part of the exchange of favours between Birger Jarl and the Pope. At the synod of 

Skänninge, each offered to protect the interests of the other. One can speculate that 

the administration of Finland was a condition for the Church’s political support for 

the Jarl. This would mean that the medieval Swedish state only served to channel the 

Church’s authority over Finland rather than having any of its own. Thus, if the 

governing of Finland can be understood as a mission given by the Church rather than 

as the product of the Swedish king’s ambitions, the use of a separate title relating only 

to Finland (and not necessarily assumed by the king himself) is justified.  

It is during the reign of Gustav Vasa that the Roman Catholic Church was 

replaced by a new stately institution in Sweden.116 It is, therefore, from that period that 

the kingdom of Sweden could exert unlimited influence over Finland, which would 

then explain the sudden cultural and political development of the region under hertig 

Johan. I argue that this also explains why from the beginning of his reign as Johan III 

onwards, the appendage was usually added just after the Wends and before other 

titles. This shows that it was still perceived as an important title to hold, despite its 

secondary nature. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, I have now shown that the core Swedish royal titles never included 

Finland, despite the region geographically representing an immense part of the 

kingdom, and a strategically fundamental asset. While this article is not able to give a 

definitive explanation as to why this was the case, several potential reasons were 

presented. Firstly, following the annexation of Finland by Sweden, a considerable part 
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of its population may have been of Swedish origin following well-documented waves 

of migration eastward from the fourteenth century onwards. In that case, it might 

have been seen as unnecessary to distinguish between the Swedes and the other 

populations represented in Finland. Secondly, it is possible that the Swedish king did 

not want to be associated with an area that was said to be inhabited by primitive, 

barbaric and unsophisticated people. When Gustav Vasa added the Wends to the 

royal title, the ethnonym usually reserved for southern Slavic populations may have 

referred to Finland too. Early Modern historians certainly tried to link the Wends to 

Finland in order to strengthen the Crown’s claim over it. Crucially, Finland was 

perhaps not initially truly meant to be part of the Swedish kingdom. Rather, the 

Swedish monarch may have been entrusted with its safeguarding simply because 

Sweden was its closest Catholic neighbour. Thus, the administration of Finland may 

have been treated as a separate task that could be passed on to other senior figures – 

bishops or royal relatives. None of these explanations strictly exclude one another. 

What can be seen from the evolution of Swedish royal titulature between the 

thirteenth and sixteenth centuries is that titles give us clues about the true nature of a 

king’s power and his relationship with his subjects. A king’s title was chosen carefully 

to reflect not only the kingdom’s political reality, but also its ambitions and 

aspirations. It was a powerful diplomatic tool. Titles could be manipulated to rewrite 

the people’s history in order to create a sense of nationhood in a realm traditionally 

dominated by regional identities. They could also be used to threaten rivals, but they 

sometimes might have meant what they said. The effacement of Finland in royal 

titulature was perhaps not as much a mark of disrespect towards the Finns as it was a 

sign of their autonomy. 
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This poem about the wombat imitates the style of a medieval bestiary or Physiologus 

text.  

Bestiaries sit uneasily with modern taxonomies of genre. They may appeal to 

modern readers as curiosities, but the form struggles to find a place in a world that 

divides rigidly between science and art. Neither approach to bestiaries – as science or 

as fantasy – fully accounts for medieval responses to bestiary texts. Since modern 

categories of reading prove inadequate for translating the bestiary, I attempt an 

inverse experiment: translating modern experience into the medieval. Medieval 

bestiaries are at least as concerned with ethics as they are with animals. I attempt to 

construct an ethical reflection on the situation in which we find ourselves in 2020: 

isolation to curb the spread of COVID-19. The bestiary offers a unique opportunity to 

engage with this situation by fusing moral discourse with a sense of wonder in what 

Umberto Eco describes as the medieval ‘unity of … moral and aesthetic responses to 

things.’1 The genre allows reflection upon a challenging situation with levity, but 

without undermining its seriousness. By using the bestiary to reflect upon our current, 

modern, world, I hope to elucidate something analogous to the response the bestiary 

likely provoked for medieval readers. 

 
1 Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, trans. by Hugh Bredin (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1986), p. 16. 
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The language used in this poem imitates the Middle English dialect of the early-

13th-century West Midlands, and is especially similar to the idiolect of Laȝamon’s Brut. 

A full linguistic description of Laȝamon’s language as represented in BL MS Caligula 

A.ix would be inappropriate here.2 Instead, I shall single out two salient features that 

are most relevant to my poem. Laȝamon’s language favours use of the Old English 

long ‘a’ in place of the later Middle English ‘o’.3 As in the language of the Ancrene 

Wisse and the Katherine Group, the earlier velar consonant represented by ‘h’ or ‘ȝ’ 

occurs in words such as ‘ahen’ and ‘buȝen’. For example ‘mid his aʒene honden’, ‘with 

his own hands’ (Brut l. 861); ‘Heora aʒeine speke’, ‘their own language’ (Brut l. 987);4 

‘þa þider sculde buȝen’, ‘who should go thither’. (Brut l. 8614). Similarly, St Juliana has 

‘for þi ne ahest tu nan milce to ifinden.’, ‘therefore you ought to find no mercy’, and 

the Ancrene Wisse has ‘Speoken ne ahe ʒe’, ‘You ought not speak’; ‘Ʒe ne ahen nawt to 

unnen þet uuel word beo of ow’, ‘You must not allow an evil word [to be spoken] 

about you.’5  

I have chosen this dialect rather than the Middle English Physiologus’ late-13th-

century Norfolk dialect, because Laȝamon’s language is archaistic rather than archaic. 

It is less historically anchored than other dialects in that it was not spoken as written. 

It lends itself to imitation eight centuries on, because it was already artificial at the 

time of its use. 

 

 

 

 

 
2 For a more thorough description, see Laʒamon’s Brut, or Chronicle of Britain, ed. by Frederic Madden, 3 
vols (London: Society of Antiquaries of London, 1847), I, p. xxviii–xxxiv; xliii–liii. 
3 For more extensive treatment of this phenomenon, see Eric Stanley, ‘Laȝamon’s Antiquarian 
Sentiments’, Medium Ævum 38 (1969), 23–37. 
4 For these two examples, see the Middle English Dictionary, s.v., 'ouen’ adj., 2a–b 
<https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-
dictionary/dictionary/MED31050/track?counter=3&search_id=6808768> [Accessed 27/04/2021]. 
These and following translations into Modern English are mine. 
5 For these examples see MED, s.v. ‘ouen’ v., 4a <https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-
dictionary/dictionary/MED31051/track?counter=4&search_id=6808768> [Accessed 27/04/2021].  
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AN AUSTRALIAN BESTIARY: THE WOMBAT 

 

Natura Vombati 

An anelich dere þe wombat beoð, 

Huddende hym-self þe eorðe bi-neoðe, 

He slepeð aldai and wakeð alniȝt, 

Leof him is þester and lað him is liht. 

Hwan þat hit limpeþ mon erst him to sen,   5 

He semeð an smale, rounde beore to ben. 

Bi ane he woneð, ȝet nis he sare, 

Forþat he cunneð wombattes lare. 

He seð nat his freondes, nis he freondles þer-fore, 

Ac euer he luuieð his freondes þe more.   10 

Freondes hað he, in herre ahne eorþ-husen, 

Hwenne ful selde heo mihten ifusen,  

Hwar-fore heo cunnen an diȝeliche speche, 

Ac hit ic ne cunne, ne mai hit þe teche, 

For ic eam nat wombat ne wombattes cun,   15 

Forwhi heo ne maþelen to me heore run. 

Ac enne þing ic cnawe and sucge þe to soþe: 

Ahten we al don swa þe wombat doþ. 

 

Significacio 

Þe wombat us lereð, wiðute eni doute, 

To wike in ure wones hwan þe quale is ut.   20 

Þench on þe wombat hwan þu anelich eart, 

And for freondscipe mest ȝerneð þine hert, 

Þench on his warscipe and muchel his dome, 
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And wurche þi-self to herien wisdome. 

Hit nedeð þe nat ben bi-deled of blisse,   25 

Ac maþele mid freondes misliche, iwisse. 

Swa maist þu helpen to halden heore hele, 

And don hit to timen al murie and wel.  

 

[The Nature of the Wombat 

The wombat is a solitary animal, hiding itself beneath the earth. It sleeps all day and 

stays awake all night. Darkness is dear to it, and light is unpleasant. When it comes 

about that someone first sees it, it appears to be a little round bear. It lives by itself, 

and yet it is not pained, for it understands the teaching of the wombat. It doesn’t see 

its friends but is not therefore friendless; it loves its friends all the more. It has friends 

in their own burrows, from which they can very rarely come out. For this reason, they 

speak a secret language – but I don’t understand it, nor can I teach it to you, for I am 

not a wombat nor a wombat’s relative, so they don’t tell me their secrets. But one thing 

I do know, and I tell you it as the truth: all of us ought to do as the wombat does. 

 

Meaning 

The wombat teaches us, without a doubt, to stay in our homes when the plague is out. 

Think on the wombat when you are alone, and your heart most desires friendship. 

Think on its prudence and its great judgement, and strive to honour wisdom. There is 

no need for you to be deprived of happiness, but speak with your friends in different 

ways, indeed. Thus you may help to maintain their health, and cause everything to 

turn out merry and well.] 
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Anastasija Ropa and Timothy Dawson, eds., The Horse in Premodern 

European Culture (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019). PDF, vii + 259 pp, £86.50,  ISBN: 

9781501513787 

 

 

 

Medieval society relied heavily on horses for agriculture, transport, and warfare. Both 

the ubiquity and the seemingly infinite permutations of medieval horses have made 

it difficult to approach the subject historically. General histories have tended to be 

rather underwhelming, and more specific studies have often failed to spark wider 

discourse.1 Since the mid-90s, there has been an accelerating trend of medieval and 

late-antique horse history in French and Italian, but this collection, The Horse in 

Premodern European Culture, is the first dedicated volume of medieval horse studies 

published in English in around two decades.2 In the intervening period, 

environmental and animal studies have grown significantly and research focusing on 

horses and horse-human relationships in the medieval and modern worlds has been 

published at a steady rate. As such, this volume set itself the significant task of 

introducing the reader to ‘the existing scholarship in equestrian history’ and inspiring 

scholars ‘to contribute to the expanding field of horse history’ (p. 8). 

This collection is based on sessions ongoing at the International Medieval 

Congress in Leeds since 2016. The content of this volume is extremely broad: covering 

Late Antiquity to the seventeenth century, Scotland to Anatolia, and a wide array of 

sources including romance, law codes, material culture, veterinary and equestrian 

texts. This breadth has created several challenges for the editors in reining in the 

 
1 R. H. C. Davis, The Medieval Warhorse: Origin, Development and Redevelopment (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1989); Andrew Ayton, Knights and Warhorses: Military Service and the English Aristocracy Under 
Edward III (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1994). 
2Antonio Montinaro, La tradizione del De medicina equorum di Giordano Ruffo: con un censimento dei 
testimoni manoscritti a stampa (Milan: Ledizioni, 2015), Bernard Andenmatten, Agostino Paravicini 
Bagliani, and Eva Pibiri, Le Cheval Dans La Culture Médiévale (Florence: SISMEL, 2015), Baudouin Van 
den Abeele and Anne Marie Doyen-Higuet (eds) Chevaux, Chiens, Faucons. L’art Vétérinaire Antique et 
Médiéval à Travers Les Sources Écrites, Archéologiques et Iconographiques, (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017).  



Ceræ: An Australasian Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 7 (2020) 
 

 

 

76 

material and giving a cohesive sense of the articles and their intellectual contexts. 

Unfortunately, they have not always been successful on either count.  

The first four contributions deal with ‘working horses’ and their equipment. 

Fabienne Meiers provides a fascinating image of the work of riding horses in late-

medieval Luxembourg, demonstrating the complex networks of craft- and tradesmen 

necessary to maintain urban horses and the value of administrative documents in 

histories of working animals. Floriana Bardoneschi’s study of the heterogenous use of 

horses and oxen on late-medieval farms in northern France provides a welcome 

accompaniment to Meiers’ article. Both give a picture of industrial horses in a period 

of transition, with Bardoneschi arguing convincingly that farm-horses were better 

suited than oxen to the more intensive agricultural systems of the later Middle Ages 

and Meiers highlighting the importance of messenger horses in an increasingly 

urbanised society. Timothy Dawson and Gail Brownrigg’s articles both discuss 

workhorse equipment, namely packsaddles and horse-harnesses. Both articles are 

extremely broad and involve much unevidenced equine lore (e.g. p. 46). They 

introduce the topics but without much sense of existing scholarship or the pitfalls of 

uncritical analysis. 

Jürg Gassman and Jack Gassman’s articles both attempt to illuminate a 

particular area of mounted combat, high-medieval cavalry tactics, and late-medieval 

mounted crossbowmen. Jürg Gassman’s article attempts to bring together a very 

broad set of analyses on horse physiology and breeding, arms and armour, crusading 

and tournaments without much sense of existing scholarship. In many ways, it relies 

on Bachrach’s arguments for the survival of Roman military ideals and long-standing 

disputes over the place of heavy cavalry.3 Jack Gassman’s article would also have 

benefited from more historiographical engagement and source-sensitivity, for 

 
3 Bernard S. Bachrach, ‘Caballus et Caballarius in Medieval Warfare’, in The Study of Chivalry: Resources 
and Approaches, ed. by Howell Chickering and Thomas H Seiler (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 1988), pp. 173–211; Stephen Morillo, ‘The “Age of Cavalry” Revisited’, in The Circle of War 
in the Middle Ages: Essays on Medieval Military and Naval History, ed. by Donald Kagay and L. J. Andrew 
Villalon (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 1999), pp. 45–58. 
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instance when discussing iconographic tropes (p. 92) or employing essentialist 

analyses reliant on ‘inherent military logic’ (p. 96). The comparison with modern 

military manuals begs the question of whether a crossbow is broadly equivalent to an 

assault rifle (p. 95 and p. 97).   

Articles 7 and 8 relate to performing horses; with Karen Campbell’s 

contribution offering an intentionally anachronistic analysis of ‘reading horses and 

writing chivalry’. She argues that modern horses are ‘taller and better fed’ than their 

medieval cousins, ‘but still whisper the same things they always have’ (p. 138); 

allowing for trans- or even ahistorical communication. This is influenced by Donna 

Harraway but sidesteps the key argument of Animal Theory and Animal History: that 

humans are not uniquely distinctive from other animals, nor are they the only species 

that deserves to be historicised. Jennifer Jobst’s article discusses Early Modern riding 

displays. Unfortunately, the well-developed scholarship on Renaissance courtly 

horsemanship (notably Pia Cuneo’s work over the last two decades) that would have 

informed and helped to contextualise this article is lacking.  

Elina Cotterill’s contribution describes a set of Middle English horse-medicine 

collections which she argues were intended for horse-dealers, marshals, and gentry 

readers. Katrin Boniface’s short article details the development of horse-bread, 

premixed and sometimes pre-cooked horse feed made from grains, legumes, and 

beans that provided high caloric meals for intensively worked or travelling animals. 

John Clark’s discussion of medieval curb bits is an extension to his 1995 book (The 

Medieval Horse and its Equipment c1150– c1450) and makes clear the huge variety of bits 

represented in medieval iconography and technical literature – though he is uncertain 

how many of these were fanciful or commonly used. Marina Viallon’s contribution 

describes a sixteenth-century saddle which paradoxically due to the ruinous state of 

its perishable portions is particularly suited to analysis. This saddle reflects changes 

in cavalry tactics and the use of firearms by both mounted and unmounted men; all 

of which would have had a ‘strong influence on the training of horses and on horse 

riding in general’ (p. 200). 
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The last section looks at the aspect of ‘represented horse’. Edgar Rops and 

Anastasija Ropa’s articles seek to define the value and status of horses across different 

texts and contexts. Both articles highlight the shifting and heterogeneous nature of 

horse-representations, that defy being pinned down. The last article by Miriam Bibby 

is a fascinating study of the Galloway horse, initially much maligned in genteel 

English society as ‘northern’ and crude, before becoming a prized riding and racing 

horse in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries. Bibby’s contribution demonstrates 

the changing representation of a specifically north-Atlantic horse whilst recognising 

the pitfalls of equating medieval horse-types with modern breeds, and perhaps raising 

more questions than it answers. 

This volume has successfully brought together a very wide thematic range of 

articles on aspects of horsemanship and horse-labour, but it is hard to agree that it 

provides an introduction to medieval horse scholarship.4 There is not much sense of 

the field’s development or the volume’s place within it, and the number of articles that 

do not engage with existing scholarship means that this volume needs too much 

contextualisation to be deemed introductory. The introduction mentions the ‘animal 

turn’ but there’s not much sense of how this volume fits into either Animal History 

with its relationship to ‘history from below’ or the questions and methodologies of 

Critical Animal Studies.5 This means that there is not much sense of how we should 

study horses – particularly when their representation in written sources is always 

negotiated through human narration. Many of the articles presume that the horse has 

changed little since the Middle Ages (p. 9, p. 48, p. 223). Given that Early Modern and 

 
4 For an Anglophone introduction to medieval horses, we must look to the oft-cited but much-maligned 
Ann Hyland, The Horse in the Middle Ages (Stroud: Sutton, 1999). Recent, more exploratory works of 
horse scholarship include Susan Crane, ‘Chivalry and the Pre/Postmodern’, postmedieval, 2 (2011), 69–
87; Jordan Claridge and John Langdon, ‘Transport and Transport Technology in Medieval England’, 
History Compass, 9 (2011), 864–75; Bernard Ribemont, ‘Le Cheval et Le Poète. Hippiatrie et Écriture : 
L’exemple de Guillaume de Machaut, de Jean Froissart et Du Dit Du Hardi Cheval’, in Le Cheval Dans 
Le Monde Médiéval, Senefiance 32 (Aix-en-Provence: Presses universitaires de Provence, 2014), pp. 511–
25; David Gary Shaw, ‘Horses and Actor-Networks: Manufacturing Travel in Later Medieval England’, 
in The Historical Animal, ed. by Susan Nance (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2015), pp. 
133–47. 
5 See, for instance, Jason Hribal, ‘Animals, Agency, and Class: Writing the History of Animals from 
Below’, Human Ecology Review, 14 (2007), 101–12 or Karl Steel, How Not to Make a Human: Pets, Feral 
Children, Worms, Sky Burial, Oysters, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019). 
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nineteenth-century studies have focussed so much on the adaptation of horses in 

response to a changing world, it is curious that this volume has assumed a leap-

frogging continuity between the Middle Ages and the modern day.6 This collection 

excels when articles focus on a specific and limited study; for instance, in articles 1, 2, 

11, 12, and 15. Elsewhere discussions tend to be overly broad without recognising the 

potential for chronological, geographical, or cultural variation that would colour or 

restrict conclusions. A more focused remit that did not try to encompass the entire 

panoply of pre-modern European horses might have allowed for stricter editorial 

control. 

 

Sunny Harrison  

University of Leeds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 For instance, Donna Landry, Noble Brutes: How Eastern Horses Transformed English Culture (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008); Ann Norton Greene, Horses at Work: Harnessing Power in 
Industrial America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Thomas Almeroth-Williams, ‘The 
Brewery Horse and the Importance of Equine Power in Hanoverian London’, Urban History, 40 (2013), 
416–441. 
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Gareth Lloyd Evans, Men and Masculinities in the Sagas of Icelanders, 

Oxford English Monographs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). Print, 

xv+170 pp., £55, ISBN: 9780198831242 (Hardcopy) 

 

 

 

‘[A]re not almost all studies of saga literature […] in some ways studies of men?’ (p. 

8). This hypothetical question, which seems to lie behind the focus on women in most 

gender studies of Old Norse literature, implies that women and femininities are seen 

as constructed, whereas men and masculinities are naturalized. After a brief 

introduction to the topic, including a short but convincing argument for the need to 

also critically study men and masculinities, Gareth Lloyd Evans in the present study 

sets out to construct a new model of saga masculinities. Rightfully breaking away 

from Carol Clover’s ‘one-sex, one-gender model with a vengeance’,1 which has 

dominated the study of gender in medieval Iceland since its appearance in 1993, Evans 

instead proposes for the Íslendingasögur [sagas of Icelanders] a model of hegemonic 

masculinities. This concept, developed in the 1980s by Carrigan, Connell, and Lee,2 

‘can be considered the crystallization of the masculine ideal’ (p. 16). It follows a few 

principles: first, there are multiple masculinities. This is shown in Egils saga, for 

example, by Egill and his son Þorsteinn, who are both recognized as masculine despite 

their evident differences. Second, masculinities falling short of the hegemonic ideal 

are subordinated to it and viewed as inferior. The primacy of the hegemonic masculine 

ideal, then, is dependent on this subordination, which implies the hierarchization of 

different modalities of masculinity. 

 
1 Carol Clover, ‘Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe’, Representations, 
44 (1993), 1–28 (p. 18). Published under the same title in Studying Medieval Women: Sex, Gender, Feminism, 
ed. by Nancy F. Partner (Cambridge, MA: Medieval Academy of America, 1993), 61–85; and Speculum, 
68.2 (1993), 363–87.  
2 Tim Carrigan, Bob Connell, and John Lee, ‘Toward a New Sociology of Masculinity’, Theory and 
Society, 14.5 (1985), 551–604. 
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This hierarchization is, of course, dependent on interaction of masculinities. For 

the second chapter, Evans therefore draws heavily on the revolutionary work of Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgwick on homosociality and homosocial desire.3 Noting its ‘effective 

inevitability’ in the sagas of Icelanders, Chapter Two investigates homosocial bonds 

between men, either dyadic or triangulated through a woman (p. 62). Supported by 

various examples which are succinctly discussed, this chapter covers homosocial 

masculinities through a number of topics, including, among other things, gift giving, 

social obligations, and judgement. 

The third chapter, Intersectional Masculinities, applies Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 

concept of intersectionality.4 This is the revolutionarily self-evident acknowledgement 

that ‘different identity categories — [in Crenshaw’s focus] black and woman —

intersect: they overlap and interact to produce experiences that cannot be reduced to 

either individual facet of identity’ (p. 63). By juxtaposing masculinity with age, race, 

impairment, sexuality, religion, and socio-economic status, Evans shows how the 

intersection of masculinity with various identity categories problematize characters’ 

claims of the masculine ideal. Not only does this, then, demonstrate the 

hierarchization of masculinities, but it also shows that masculinity in the sagas is ‘a 

precarious thing that is constantly open — and subject — to subversion’ (p. 106). 

The choice for Grettir of Grettis saga as the case study making up the fourth and 

final chapter may seem odd at first, but this is justified by Evans: ‘while its prevailing 

mode is that of the Íslendingasaga genre, its popular narratives of outcasts and the 

supernatural enable the exploration and interrogation of social themes which are here 

writ large and pushed to their limit’ (p. 109). Evans first shows how Grettir grows into 

his role as the total embodiment of hegemonic masculinity, and then cleverly 

demonstrates how the interaction between his hypermasculinity and the masculinities 

 
3 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985; repr. 2016). 
4 Kimberlé Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’, The University of Chicago Legal 
Forum, 140 (1989), 139–67. 
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of others actually displays its dysfunctionality. Violently rejecting most homosocial 

bonds and eventually outlawed and killed, Grettir in Grettis saga can, then, be read as 

a literary critique of the cultural hegemony of masculinity. 

As Evans astutely notes in his conclusion, ‘Old Norse literature has historically 

been — and continues to be — misappropriated by the intolerant, who draw on the 

popular contemporary perception of it as unrelentingly and exclusively masculinist. 

Racists, xenophobes, misogynists, transphobes, ableists, and homophobes would all 

twist Old Norse sources to fit their exclusionary agendas’ (p. 145). Evans’ observations 

that masculinities in the Íslendingasögur were not only multiple, hierarchical, 

intersectional, and precarious, but also that extreme masculinity proved to be 

dysfunctional, are therefore incredibly important. This book provides a thorough yet 

accessible study of the topic for both academics and the general public alike, and is 

itself a strong argument for making academic publications more accessible for general 

audiences. As the first book-length study of masculinities in the sagas of Icelanders 

(to the knowledge of the present reviewer) it is a much-needed contribution to the 

study of Old Norse literature, and one which will undoubtedly provide a significant 

framework for the study of Old Norse masculinities.  

 

B.O.B. van Strijen 

Independent scholar 
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Ármann Jakobsson and Miriam Mayburd, eds., Paranormal Encounters in 

Iceland 1150–1400, The Northern Medieval World (Boston/Berlin: Medieval 

Institute Publications, 2020). Print, vii + 438 pp, £110, ISBN: 978-1-58044-329-

6 (Hardcover) 

 

 

 

 

That a ‘hierarchy’ existed in and had an impact on the research in medieval Icelandic 

sagas has come to the attention of scholars in the field in recent years. This ‘hierarchy’ 

is largely determined by the ‘historicity’ of the Old Norse-Icelandic literary corpus: 

namely, if, or to what extent, a certain saga or saga corpus might reflect the society it 

portrays, thereby allowing us a glimpse into what we would comfortably define and 

accept as ‘reality’.  

However, ‘reality’ is a subjective concept that varies from culture to culture, era 

to era, individual to individual. What one perceives as ‘real’ may turn out to be but a 

fraction of the reality of another from another age, culture, and/or region; imposing 

one’s own standard of ‘normative’ and dismissing the rest as ‘non-real’ would only 

lead to an incomplete, biased, and unbalanced understanding, which, ironically, 

defeats the purpose of any such endeavours. 

In the field of medieval Icelandic literature, one of the main loci in which this 

dichotomic way of thinking manifests itself is what is conventionally categorised as 

the ‘supernatural’, particularly in a group of Íslendingasögur [‘the sagas of Icelanders’ 

or ‘the family sagas’] where the preeminent fantastical elements problematise, 

challenge, and discomfit the (alleged) ‘realness’ that supposedly defines the genre. 

Recent years however, have seen an increasing interest in these elements and their 

place in the narrative as a whole, and born of it an outpour of scholarship that not only 

refocuses the scholarly gaze onto them but also invites us to rethink the validity and 

usefulness of a normative/natural versus supernatural dichotomy.  
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Paranormal Encounters in Iceland 1150–1400, edited by Ármann Jakobsson and 

Miriam Mayburd, is one of the latest contributions to the subject. Consisting of 

twenty-three articles on diverse topics, this volume not only epitomises the academic 

discourse on the supernatural but also calls into question the very concept of the 

supernatural as we customarily understand it. The stance this volume takes is made 

clear by its choice of paranormal over supernatural. After all, the term supernatural, 

derived from the Latin super-naturalis, ‘above or beyond nature’, still indicates a sense 

of hierarchy and thereby demarcation, whereas the ubiquity of ‘supernatural’ 

elements within the Old Norse literary corpus – including Íslendingasögur – evidences 

that such elements are by no means perceived as anomalies and rarities that should 

be set aside in a category of its own. Paranormal, on the other hand, levels these 

elements with the normative and remerges them into the everyday reality of the 

people who lived, created, read, and enjoyed them. The term, as the editors point out 

in the Introduction, ‘exposes the idea of normative reality itself as a socio-historical 

construct, far from an absolute given and ever contingent upon the particular models 

used to define it’, and its application to the medieval Icelandic materials ‘serves to 

remind us that modern understanding of medieval sources remains ever incomplete, 

and it is this awareness which opens up discursive space for new critical perspectives 

and theoretical approaches’ (p. 2). Moreover, the term also highlights the human 

aspect of the supernatural: a paranormal encounter is essentially a life experience; 

either physical or mental, it is both personal and subjective, therefore ‘inseparable 

from the human mind and thereby an integral part of what constitutes medieval 

experiential reality’ (p. 3). 

  The twenty-three articles of the volume are grouped into three parts. Part I, 

‘Experiencing the Paranormal’, investigates the saga characters’ specific, individual 

encounters of the paranormal and the mental effect they may have upon both the 

characters and the audience; how such experience on the one hand projects the fears 

and anxieties hidden deep in the human psyche and on the other fuels them. It comes 

as no surprise, therefore, that the majority of the articles in this section employ 
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psychoanalytic models to their discussion, thus relocating the haunting from a 

physical landscape to a psychological one. The second Part, ‘Figures of the 

Paranormal’, re-examines a group of ambiguous figures and challenges existing views 

in the academia; in particular, these figures not only cover the conventional 

‘supernatural’ or ‘mythical’ but also the social and the ethnical other, further 

strengthening the volume’s stance against the dichotomy between ‘natural’ and 

‘supernatural’. Part III, ‘Literature and the Paranormal’, shifts the focus from 

intradiegetic onto the extradiegetic aspects, as the articles refocus from individual 

encounter of the paranormal of the saga character to the texts themselves and the effect 

and meaning that these episodes may produce on the intended audience and on us.  

As it would be too lengthy (and too boring) to summarise each article, and 

considering the fact that all the articles are furnished with concise, spot-on abstracts, I 

will instead provide a brief case-study which (I believe) encapsulates one of the 

strongest points of this volume. Namely, the volume applies a rich variety of theories, 

interpretative models, and angles to but very few texts or even episodes. Therefore, 

by offering a panoramic approach to a relatively small target, the volume not only 

provides the readers with in-depth, full-fledged interpretations of a single 

saga/episode, but also showcases the possibilities and potentials of analysing 

literature in the context of the paranormal. 

  Any discussion of the paranormal in medieval Icelandic literature would be 

incomplete without Grettis saga Ásmundarsonar, a saga full of trolls, revenants, and 

monster slayers. It is, therefore, no surprise that seven out of twenty-three articles 

analyse this text, to a greater or lesser degree, particularly but not exclusively focusing 

Glámr the heathen-shepherd-turned-draugr [undead or revenant] and his fight with 

Grettir, the eponymous hero. Among them, three deal with landscapes and physical 

space of the fight. In her contribution ‘It Was a Dark and Stormy Night: Haunted Saga 

Homesteads, Climate Fluctuations, and the Vulnerable Self’, Miriam Mayburd 

examines the effect of seasonal change and severe weather on the human psyche, thus 

linking the harsh living condition of medieval Iceland and the creation of the tales of 
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haunting. It also echoes Daniel C. Remein’s article on the paranormality of ice (a 

symbol of severe winter) in the same volume and Paul S. Langeslag’s applications of 

the concept of psycho-geography to literary monsters in Old Norse and Old English 

narratives in Seasons in the Literatures of the Medieval North (2015), from which, 

regrettably, Mayburd did not cite. In her article ‘On the Threshold: The Liminality of 

Doorways’, Anna Katharina Heininger zooms in on the symbolic meaning of doors 

and argues that doorways ‘acts as a (transitional) place if it is considered to be a space 

of its own’ (p. 115). A close, comparative reading of Grettir’s two paranormal 

encounters – with a tröllkona [‘trollwoman’] and Glámr, respectively – is offered here 

to demonstrate the different narrative functions of doorways as indicated by these two 

episodes and how it has a bearing on Grettir’s character development. Shaun F.D. 

Hughes on the other hand focuses on the geographical side of the Glámr episode: in 

his article ‘Reading the Landscape in Grettis saga: Þórhallur, the meinvættur, and 

Glámur’, Hughes uses as evidence real-life location of Þórhallur’s farm and sheep-

sheds and, having consulted local traditions and place-names, concludes that the 

haunting at Þórhallur’s farm results from a breach of contract between the farmer and 

a landsvættur [guardian spirit]. From there, Hughes points to the expansion of farming 

and grazing as the underlying reason behind such stories and, like Mayburd, invites 

us to (re-)consider the relationship between human activities and the environment. 

Whilst the aforementioned three articles deal with the geographical staging of 

the saga, Kent Pettit’s article ‘The New Faith vs. The Undead: Christmas Showdowns’ 

focuses on the temporal staging and reads the stories of (triumphing over) revenants 

as narratives strengthening and re-asserting ‘the victory of the Incarnate Christ’ (p. 

238). Therefore, the choice of Christmastime for these paranormal incidents reflects 

the uncertainty and anxiety of a transitioning period from one belief system to 

another. Moreover, reading it alongside Sean B. Lawing’s article ‘The Burial of Body 

Parts in Old Icelandic Grágás’ in the same volume, it also draws the thought-provoking 

parallel between burials ad sanctos (i.e. burying the dead near tombs of saints or other 

holy sites) and burials of persons suspected of returning as draugar and thereby invites 
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comparison between the incorruptibility of the saints’ body and that of the revenants, 

both being paranormal phenomena.  

Last but not the least, Marion Poilvez (‘A Troll Did It?: Trauma as a Paranormal 

State in the Íslendingasögur’), Sarah Bienko Eriksen (‘Traversing the Uncanny Valley: 

Glámr in Narratological Space’), and Rebecca Merkelbach (‘Dólgr í byggðinni: Meeting 

the Social Monster in the Sagas of Icelanders’) draw our attention to the key players: 

Grettir and Glámr. Poilvez compares the haunting of the draugr and its lingering effect 

on its slayer’s mind to the violent and contagious manifestations of trauma, thus 

transferring the physical landscape of Þórhallur’s haunted farm to the figurative 

landscape of Grettir’s mind. That Glámr’s continuing haunting in this mental space 

turns Grettir to a quasi-monster figure and therefore a doubleganger to Glámr is a 

familiar reading, but Eriksen re-visits it from a narratological angle and, having 

applied cognitive-semiotic theory to the scene, re-asserts the doubleness of the two 

characters by analysing the shift of focalisation in the narrative. This identification 

challenges the boundary between monster and monster-slayer. This is further 

examined by Merkelbach, who argues for ‘a fluid spectrum’ through which to 

measure humanness and monstrosity (p. 263). Using contemporary monster theories, 

she concludes that monstrosity is behavioural rather than physical and a social 

monster like Grettir is just as paranormal as a physical one. The mainstream society, 

therefore, has as much a say in what is a monster as nature. 

In conclusion, Paranormal Encounters in Iceland 1150–1400 is a valuable – even 

timely – addition to the ongoing discourse on monstrosity and the supernatural in the 

Old Norse-Icelandic literary corpus. Not only does it advocate the validity and value 

of these seemingly fantastic elements, but it also offers new, inspiring insights and 

directions, which would be especially important for students and those who are 

looking for new research ideas. On the practical side, one of the things that do credit 

to volume is its readability, as all the articles, all very well written, follow a clear, 

straightforward structure of introduction, case-study/analysis, and conclusion, and 

the average length of articles is between four and six pages. One drawback is the 
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inclusion of block translations in the endnotes, as well as the slight inconsistency in 

formatting the in-text ones. Inter-volume connections also seem to be lacking, but it is 

anything but expected from a collaborative project as such. Besides, such 

responsibility usually falls to the readers: I for one, am very looking forwards to future 

and further research that may have grown out of this volume.   

  

Minjie Su 

Linacre College, University of Oxford 
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Arvind Thomas, Piers Plowman and the Reinvention of Church Law in the 

Late Middle Ages (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019). Print. 

xiv+267pp., $75, ISBN 9781487502461 (clothbound). 

 

 

Piers Plowman and the Reinvention of Church Law in the Late Middle Ages, a monograph 

written by Arvind Thomas, is a welcome and important study of canon law and its 

relation to poetic texts. This work both builds upon previous studies and yet can shift 

the fundamental understanding of one of the most important English poems ever 

written. As an introduction to such a complex and important treatise, Thomas initially 

focuses on Walter de Brugge, an English clergyman and judge, who is mainly 

remembered as the first person known to have owned a copy of the celebrated poem 

Piers Plowman, based on his surviving will. This is a useful manner of introduction to 

the importance of this work and its relation to canon law to readers outside the 

discipline. An easy introduction to this poem is essential as William Langland’s 

Middle English allegorical poem has been considered by many scholars to be among 

the greatest works of English literature during the Middle Ages, which would, in turn, 

go on to influence Chaucer. 

This work appeals not only to historians of the canon law and scholars of 

literary studies, but also more broadly to those interested in the nature of the Catholic 

Church in the medieval world. Thomas’s work, while grounded in Plowman, uses this 

specific example to convey a much more encompassing interpretation of the late 

Middle Ages and fundamental changes with Church law. Thomas masterfully utilises 

the influence of Plowman to outline the changes within canon law, yet in such a manner 

as to be appealing to the non-specialist legal historian. An impressive feat for any 

author. 

The focus on the interrelation between poems and canon law is not new: 

however, it is the ability of Thomas to broach the gap between literariness and legality 

that has often eluded other scholars. Thomas seeks to reframe Langland’s work to 
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demonstrate that Piers Plowman ‘was composed with [...] canonistic treatises on 

penance in mind’ (p. 5). Thomas interconnects the relationship between the ‘physical 

production of another copy of the poem [and how it] included canonistic materials’ 

(p. 5). Herein lies an element of the masterful nature of Thomas’s work: he outlines 

how Piers Plowman moved from an ordinary poem to be considered and produced 

with canonistic materials. This, in turn, I believe, helped to cement Piers Plowman as 

one of the greatest Middle English poems. 

A work such as this naturally has confines for which it excludes elements. Piers 

Plowman is a complex poem, which touches on several facets of law – beyond canon 

law into the realm of common and statutory law. Thomas’s focus is on the canonistic 

elements, hence the religious overtones. While a great majority of medieval poetry is 

considered with a religious perspective even when dealing with secular matters, the 

secular elements with Piers Plowman can at times be underappreciated in favour of a 

more detailed treatment of the religious components. However, this is a minor note 

that should not deter others from this work, even though Piers Plowman has secular 

elements, in general, the work is overtly religious and Thomas treats this facet of the 

text in extreme detail. By focusing on an in-depth study of the religious characteristics 

rather than including the secular components, his work is more coherent and focused. 

Much of Thomas’s argument is centred on the categorical difference between 

version B and C, favouring them as they are ‘useful as a basis for comparative analysis’ 

(p. 9). While there are many strengths to this approach, it also leaves space for debate: 

one of the most prominent questions among scholars of Piers Plowman is if version B 

was revised by the author of version C, which Thomas aims to avoid. Traditionally, 

one would expect a study aimed at an analysis of the ‘differences among the versions’ 

(p. 7) to address this question. While Thomas does not seek to answer this question, a 

more detailed analysis of this theory might have been beneficial. Thomas states that 

‘It is my contention that Piers Plowman’s mobilization and modification of juridical 

properties not only engender a poetics informed by canonist thought but also express 

a vision of canon law alternative to and even critical of that offered by medieval jurists 
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and recorded by modern medievalists’ (p. 9). He clearly identifies the first goal with 

his statement of the poetics informed by canonist thought, however, the more difficult 

component of this aim is whether this poem expresses an alternative version of canon 

law that conflicted with medieval jurists. It is within this more complex question, at 

least to this legal historian, that Thomas’s work clearly becomes a seminal work. 

Thomas commands a masterful knowledge of legal source materials and brings that 

forth flawlessly – an impressive achievement. Thomas deals with several complex 

ecclesiastical jurists while relating them to key passages from the poem to reveal 

Langland’s own immersion in canon law. This work provides a convincing analysis 

that Langland’s text was viewed alongside the works of great jurists like Raymond of 

Peñafort, Henry of Susa, William Lyndwood, and Bernard of Pavia. This monograph 

deals with such fundamental legal questions as the difference between ‘law’ [ius] and 

‘rule’ [regula], usury, and sin. In particular, the treatment of penance and pardon 

outlines renewed textual analysis, by focusing ‘on its usage within the internal context 

of the poem’ (p. 165) as opposed to looking to external historical events for inspiration. 

This approach builds upon the important recommendations of Jill Mann and requires 

specific mention for its impact on the debate regarding Langland’s portrayal of 

penitent and confessor. 

Thomas argues that the scenes presented in versions B and C not only illustrate 

(and dramatise) how the canon law operated. This book goes beyond this, showing 

that Piers Plowman as a poem was actively reproducing, reshaping, and extending the 

canonist concepts, which in turn impacted legal practice. In summary, Thomas’s work 

is a thoroughly researched study of literature and law, engaging with complex 

ecclesiastical legal thought and its practical implications on the practice of law. He 

also effectively demonstrates why Piers Plowman came to be considered alongside 

great canonist material.  

 
Matthew Cleary 
University of Edinburgh 
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Tracy Chapman Hamilton, Pleasure and Politics at the Court of France: The 

Artistic Patronage of Queen Marie of Brabant (1260–1321) (London: Harvey 

Miller Publishers, 2019). Print, 323 pp, €125, ISBN: 9781905375684 

 

 

In the study of medieval art and architecture, women have not generally been 

included in any large scale. Hamilton’s book, therefore, is a welcome addition to the 

popular field of studies in material culture and more specifically to the field of 

medieval art history. It is a study focused on a number of literary and artistic objects 

owned or commissioned by Marie of Brabant, queen consort to Philippe III, the 

Capetian king of France from 1245 to 1285, with a stated objective of examining how 

Marie transformed court patronage during her tenure as queen consort and, later, 

queen dowager. Hamilton demonstrates that Marie was able to ‘present herself as a 

powerful monarch, a beneficent queen, a learned woman, a deserving mother, and a 

pious daughter’ (p. 36) by focusing her patronage of the literary and visual arts in such 

a way as to direct the iconography embedded in the commissioned objects towards 

the desired representation of herself and her court. In so doing, she played an 

influential role in creating a court setting for ‘a certain type of secular exchange that 

revolved around architecture, books, sculpture, music, ceremony, dress, and science’ 

(p. 20); a setting that was all the more vibrant in comparison with its religiously-

centred predecessor, the court of Louis IX, father of Philippe III. 

Marie is not one of the better-known royal women in medieval France. There 

does not, to my knowledge, exist any extensive scholarly biographies of her and she 

is less well-researched than some of her contemporaries, such as Marhaut of Artois 

and Jeanne of Navarre. This book does not, however, attempt to present a complete 

biographical account of her; what it does is to mine a rich cache of sources to add to 

our general understanding of late Capetian French queenship, including literary texts 

commissioned or owned by the queen, and a variety of sculptural, architectural and 

glass works assigned to her agency as collector or patron. Studying cultural and 
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material objects is a vastly interesting way of conducting research into queenly agency 

and representation. Material possessions can provide valuable insight into the 

characteristics of individual queenships, and how the queens themselves perceived 

their own roles in their society and their families, both natal and marital. Hamilton 

herself acknowledges an additional significance in her study being part of a widening 

perspective on how to acquire knowledge about a royal person such as Marie of 

Brabant and, correspondingly, how she operated in her world. 

The study can be viewed as thematically organised but with a chronological 

flavour. The first chapter sets the scene by providing a brief biography of the queen, 

outlining her general patterns of patronage, placing this study within the general 

historiographical context and introducing the primary sources that form the backbone 

of the author’s research. Chapter Two uses a variety of sources such as seals, poetry, 

architectural commissions, and sculptural analysis of tombs through which to give us 

a sense of the cultural milieu of the world into which Marie was born and grew up 

with. Marie absorbed the lessons of her youth at the court of her parents, Henri III, 

duke of Brabant and his wife, Aleyde of Burgundy; her appreciation of the use of ritual 

and ceremony both for leisure and political service were learnt and honed there. 

Chapter Three continues this cultural scene-setting at the court of France, focusing on 

the years after Marie and Philippe were married in 1274, through his death in 1285, 

and until her death in 1321. It is in this chapter that we begin to see the author analyse 

in greater detail works such as Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, ms. 3142, a folio miscellany 

of court verse commissioned by Marie approximately in 1285. By deconstructing 

images and text within frameworks of symbolism to illuminate the cues that point 

towards Marie’s self-image and interests, Hamilton sheds greater light on the heraldic 

and compositional vocabulary used by the creators of those works and understood in 

its contemporary historical context. In doing so, Chapter Three serves as a precursor 

of the methodology that is used even more extensively in the latter half of the book. 

The fourth and fifth chapters concentrate specifically on Marie’s literary and artistic 

patronage, respectively, going into close textual, representation, and art analysis of 
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key manuscript works in Marie of Brabant’s library (Chapter Four), and sculpture, 

architecture, seals, and glass works (Chapter Five). The extensive detail of these two 

chapters points to the author’s specific training in art history and analysis. The study 

concludes with succinct analysis of funerary commemoration in the Franciscan church 

of the Cordeliers where Marie was buried and a precis of her influence on other French 

royal women after her. A particular strength of this book is the way Hamilton strives 

to always read the texts, manuscripts and artworks within their original context and 

against the backdrop of established knowledge about Marie of Brabant’s background 

and interests, while maintaining an eye on conventional theoretical frameworks of 

artistic symbolism. 

Overall, this is a beautifully presented book that contains fine attention to detail 

as well as many wonderful and vivid photos, and illustrations that help bring to life 

the descriptions and analysis, which would otherwise require much more effort in 

visualising. The prose is well written, albeit with a few typographical and grammatical 

mistakes. Marie of Brabant is presented as a cultured noblewoman, one whose 

patronage was innovative and transformative. Her understanding of the potential 

power of patronage to create a sphere of influence at the court of late Capetian France 

and her agency in doing so are amply demonstrated by Hamilton’s detailed 

examinations of key works owned or commissioned by Marie, the thoroughness of 

the employed methodology being bolstered by extensive notes and references. If there 

is any criticism to be made, it is that a wider geographical and temporal lens might 

have been utilised to place Marie in a more complete historiographical context. As it 

is, it is not easy to envisage where and how Marie was placed among the other royals 

and nobles of her time, in France, England and in other continental European settings. 

Nonetheless, this is a fine study that not only sheds light on the atmosphere of material 

culture propagated by this queen’s taste and designs, but also provides us with greater 

insight into how queens consort might have exercised agency in shaping their image 

and representation. While its audience may gain more from this book those who are 

knowledgeable in the area of symbolism in art and sculpture, more general readers 
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will also find much to interest them in understanding what art and culture had to say 

about the lives of its patrons and their needs and desires.  

 

Michele Seah 

University of Newcastle 
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Laurie Stras, Women and Music in Sixteenth-Century Ferrara, New 

Perspectives in Music History and Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2018). Print. Xxiii + 391 pp., £75.00, ISBN: 9781107154070 

(hardback). 

 

 

In Francisco de Zurbaran’s painting The Temptation of Saint Jerome (1639), an elderly, 

emaciated man is depicted in a state of revulsion. Shrouded in darkness and kneeling 

in front of scripture, the man – who is the eponymous saint of the work – has his head 

turned away from the object of his aversion, his arms outstretched to prevent that 

which torments him from approaching nearer. What is the disconcerting presence 

causing this revered Church Father to recoil? Is it perhaps an otherworldly, sinister 

entity? Indeed, hagiographic literature describes many devout men and women who 

were afflicted by malevolent forces, and as such, Christian artists have long depicted 

saints and biblical figures in the midst of repelling demonic temptations, assailment, 

and even enticements from Satan himself. Yet, in Zurbaran’s aforementioned work, 

the figures who are standing before Saint Jerome are neither visibly grotesque or 

revolting, nor are they outwardly performing acts of violence or sexual coercion. On 

the contrary, they are a group of five poised young women who are performing 

musical instruments.  

As recorded in Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend – a thirteenth-century 

compilation of the lives of Christian saints – Saint Jerome withdrew from society in 

order to pursue an ascetic life in the desert. During his sojourn, he was faced with a 

number of temptations including seductive dreams of dancing women he had once 

witnessed before departing from civilisation. These dancers are interpreted as female 

musicians in Zurbaran’s The Temptation of Saint Jerome, whose music and voices are 

portrayed as being shunned and silenced by their pious male listener. Essentially, the 

purpose of including these women within the painting is to highlight Jerome’s self-

restraint; he is the piece’s salient figure.   
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Like the musical ladies in Zurbaran’s painting, women musicians have 

historically been a footnote in a larger androcentric story. In The Temptation of Saint 

Jerome they simply appear as a manifestation of Jerome’s lustful fantasies; that is, we 

only see the musicians as Jerome sees them (as temptresses), not as who they are 

objectively. Similarly, throughout the history of Western art music, female musicians 

(as well as female patrons and listeners) have often been observed and described 

through the eyes of men, and their accomplishments – if documented and extant – 

have been eclipsed by those of their more celebrated male musical contemporaries.  

While women have traditionally been overlooked in the history of Western 

music, over the past four decades, a number of musicologists – notably, those 

contributing to the branch known as ‘new musicology’ (that is, music research that is 

often situated within contemporary sociopoltical and cultural issues) – have made 

significant advances in giving female musicians an autonomous voice in 

musicological discourse. Among the most recent publications that have contributed 

to this burgeoning body of female-focused research is musicologist Laurie Stras’ 2018 

monograph Women and Music in Sixteenth-Century Ferrara. Traversing the worlds of 

both sacred and secular Ferrara, Stras – a Professor of Music and musicologist who 

specialises in sixteenth-century Italian music – delineates the important contributions 

that noblewomen and nuns of the princely House of Este made to late Renaissance 

music; she delves into their individual accomplishments and musical lives within the 

Ferrarese court and the convents that belonged to an expansive tradition of female 

musicking. 

Musicologists have long been aware that women in sixteenth-century Ferrara 

were engaged in music-making, as the celebrated all-female vocal ensemble concerto 

delle dame were lauded for their virtuosity within Duke Alfonso II d’Este’s court, and 

Este noblewomen generally received musical education; however, scholarship on 

Ferrara’s musical accomplishments has often highlighted male composers (notably, 

Luzzasco Luzzaschi) and prominent musical patrons such as Duke Alfonso II. 

Furthermore, fewer studies have explored the musical activities within sixteenth-
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century Ferrarese convents than music performed by women within the court (again, 

with strong connections to Duke Alfonso II). This is where Stras’ book departs from 

the traditional Este male narrative. Instead, she presents an entirely novel approach 

to recounting the story of sixteenth-century Ferrarese music, an approach that, in her 

own words: ‘puts the women at the centre rather than on the periphery. It recovers 

women’s agency in music- making whether that be as performers, composers, or 

patrons’ (p. 9). 

Stras’ undertaking to unearth the musical lives and accomplishments of 

Ferrarese women are organised into nine chapters that begin with an exploration of 

convent music and continue through musical developments within courtly life. While 

exploring and oscillating between the music of sacred and secular institutions, Stras 

concurrently addresses contemporaneous political, social, and environmental events 

that impacted the creation and development of music in Ferrara (such as the 

devastating earthquakes of 1570 and 1571). Stras’ extensive, original, and thoroughly 

conducted research substantiates the importance of women within Ferrara’s musical 

culture, and her impressive efforts to ‘put women at the centre rather than on the 

periphery’ of music history arguably begin prior to the book’s first chapter; that is, the 

cover of Women and Music in Sixteenth-Century Ferrara also hints at an alternative 

female-focused perspective on a traditionally male-centred era in history.  

The cover features Zurbaran’s aforementioned painting The Temptation of Saint 

Jerome. While the painting’s title emphasises Jerome, the first three words of the book’s 

title – ‘Women and Music’ – draws attention to the painting’s five female musicians, 

two of whom are confidently gazing at the reader as if prepared to share their own 

stories and songs that are distinct from the seductive narrative that Jerome has 

assigned to them. Similarly, the Ferrarese women examined within Stras’ book – 

whose legacies have been inextricably tied to their prominent male family members 

and patrons, and whose personal musical achievements have largely been overlooked 

or diminished – are now framed as important historical figures in their own right.  



Ceræ: An Australasian Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 7 (2020) 

 99 

In Chapter One, Stras takes the reader into the world of Ferrarese nuns during 

the first half of the sixteenth century where music was integral to the recitation of the 

daily Office. Here, the history of Ferrara’s most notable convents and their 

relationships to the Estes is examined with emphasis on Suor Leonora d’Este (abbess 

of the Clarissan convent Corpus Domini) who was the daughter of Lucrezia Borgia 

and Alfonso I. In her investigation of Suor Leonora’s musical pursuits, Stras contends 

that the princess-abbess was not only a virtuosic keyboardist, but also possessed a 

strong understanding of music theory. She corroborates her hypotheses with several 

convincing sources including testimonies by prominent and influential music 

theorists such as Nicola Vicentino and Gioseffo Zarlino; the latter Stras conjectures 

had a close and enduring friendship with Suor Leonora. Indeed, as Stras notes, Zarlino 

dedicated his treatise Utilissimo trattato della patientia (1561) to Suor Leonora and later 

credited her with inspiring his theoretical work Sopplimenti musicali (1588).  

In the subsequent chapters, Stras explores the musical lives of Este women at 

court while continuing to revisit music within the convents. Chapter Two examines 

the manner in which musical skill – primarily, as Stras indicates, singing and 

accompanying oneself while singing – was viewed as an expression of Este women’s 

feminine qualities and their elite social status. In Stras’ words: ‘their [Este princesses] 

singing projected both princely virtue and queenly decorum and was crucial in the 

family’s expression of its own identity and value’ (p. 55). Stras also introduces the 

music of courtesans and contrasts the expectations surrounding their performance 

practices with the limits imposed on noblewomen’s performances (for example, 

noblewomen were expected to remain ‘modest’ when performing by minimising the 

use of florid ornamentation; however, courtesans were free and encouraged to 

implement such musical flourishes). 

Chapters Three and Four are situated in the 1550s and 1560s and focus on the 

Este princesses Anna, Lucrezia, and Leonora. In Chapter Three, attention is given to 

Anna’s marriage negotiations and wedding. Stras uses Anna’s wedding as an 

opportunity to examine how Bradamante – a fictional female Christian knight from 
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Lodovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso – was an allegorical figure for Este brides. 

Preceding Chapter Five, Stras recounts the disastrous earthquakes that struck Ferrara 

in 1570 and 1571 which resulted in extensive damage to the city. Because of the 

earthquakes, Duke Alfonso reconfigured the musical activities and traditions of the 

court which led him to utilise female courtiers for musical entertainment instead of 

males. Following the residual effects of Ferrara’s earthquakes, Stras uses Chapter Five 

to delve into the court life of the 1570s, a time when female courtiers were becoming 

increasingly prevalent in the court’s musical sphere. Additionally, she explores the 

way that Roman and Neapolitan musical traditions impacted the development of 

Ferrarese songs and polyphony. 

The book’s last four chapters are written as, what Stras calls, ‘counter-

narratives’ (p.10) to Ferrara’s already familiar history in the late sixteenth century. 

Chapter Six revisits Ferrarese convents in the 1580s, where Este noblewomen found 

serenity away from court life. Stras explains that noblewomen would occasionally stay 

at convents as a type of retreat at which times they would experience, enjoy, and 

possibly partake in the nuns’ musical practices. In Chapter Seven, Stras focuses on 

three ‘commemorative volumes’ that, in her words, ‘document musical life at the 

centre of the court:’ (p. 11) Modena Mus. MS F. 1358, Lodovico Agostini’s Il nuovo Echo 

(1583), and De Wert’s Ottavo libro (1586). These works were created to highlight the 

magnificence of the concerto delle dame and Ferrara’s musical traditions. In the book’s 

last two chapters, Stras ventures into the last years of Alfonso II’s reign and continues 

after his death to Ferrara’s devolution to the Papal States. She demonstrates that 

during the shift in the political climate of the late 1590s, musical practices continued 

within Ferrara’s convents and were subsequently transmitted to Mantua. 

Overall, Stras’ monograph is an excellent and compelling study that effectively 

and conscientiously brings marginalised sixteenth-century noblewomen — who have 

frequently been relegated to the position of the political pawn in certain 

historiographies — and women religious to the forefront of music history. Her work 

is particularly strong in its varied methodological approach that ranges from 
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consulting a plethora of primary sources — notably, novel archival evidence — to 

analysing musical excerpts with precision, and examining the connections between 

prominent music theorists, composers, and the musical women presented throughout 

the book.  

While Women and Music in Sixteenth-Century Ferrara is intended to ‘appeal to 

musicians and scholars alike’ (p. i), those who are less familiar with early music or the 

sociopolitical landscape of sixteenth-century Italy may feel it necessary to consult 

supplemental sources when navigating Stras’ work; however, those well-versed in the 

aforementioned areas of study will find Stras’ monograph very accessible and 

comprehensive. Fundamentally, in her attempt to recover these great musical women 

from ‘the male gaze of both documentation and scholarship’ (p. 9), Stras successfully 

shines a light on the previously silenced female voices that have been concealed in the 

shadows of an antiquated musical patriarchy. 

 

Sonja Maurer-Dass 

The University of Western Ontario 
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Karl A.E. Enenkel, The Invention of the Emblem Book and the 

Transmission of Knowledge, ca. 1510–1610, Brill’s Studies in 

Intellectual History; Volume 295; Brill’s Studies on Art, Art History, 

and Intellectual History; Volume 36 (Leiden: Brill 2019). Print. 

463pp., $229.00, ISBN: 9789004355255 (hardback). 

 

 

Emblem books, collections of allegorical illustrations accompanied by verse or prose 

text, enjoyed enormous popularity in Western Europe throughout the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. Aided by the invention of the moveable-type printing press in 

the late fifteenth century, printed emblem books made substantial contributions to the 

propagation of knowledge. Similarly, the digitisation of rare books in recent decades 

has affected renewed scholarly interest in the epistemic models of emblems as a result 

of this perpetual accessibility. At the same time, questions about the invention of the 

genre and the ways in which emblems were employed to disseminate erudition are 

highlighted by their increased visibility. In The Invention of the Emblem Book and the 

Transmission of Knowledge, Karl A.E. Enenkel devotes his scholarly expertise in 

philological analysis to respond to some of these interpellations. 

Enenkel enumerates the limitations of previous studies on early emblem books 

as far too narrow in scope and lacking philological evidence. He argues that 

philological analyses should take precedent especially in the case of the 1531 printing 

– since the images therein were provided not by the author, Italian humanist Andrea 

Alciato, but by the Augsburg publisher, Heinrich Steiner. Since Enenkel deciphers 

Alciato’s epigrams as a vehicle for communicating ideas, the book prioritises natural 

history, vernacular predecessors to printed Latin emblem books, emblematic 

commentary, and advanced emblematics. 

While his focus has often been Middle and Neo-Latin Philology, Prof. Dr. 

Enenkel’s research interests include emblems, biography, mythography, and Early 

Modern studies. He is known for founding the series Intersections: Interdisciplinary 
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Studies in Early Modern Culture (Brill, Leiden) and numerous scholarly contributions 

to the study of emblematics. The current work originates from the project ‘Die 

neulateinische Ememblematik’ in the Cluster of Excellence “Religion und Politik” at the 

University of Münster, Germany, where Enenkel is currently the holder of the Chair 

for Middle Latin Philology and the director of the Seminar for Latin Philology of the 

Middle Ages and Modern times. 

The study is divided into four parts, each richly illustrated with colour or black 

& white images. Part I (Chapter 1) begins in media res with the invention of the emblem 

genre as the title indicates. Enenkel relates a common observation that Alciato’s 

emblem books (in text and images) treat the realm of nature and natural history 

extensively, ‘Animals appear so often in the Emblematum libellus or Emblematum liber 

that one may get the impression that emblems and animals are somehow intrinsically 

connected’ (p. 3). The author admits that the inclusion of woodcut illustrations in the 

1531 edition may well have been the decision of publisher Steiner and that no evidence 

exists to confirm that Alciato ever foresaw a visual element of the currently accepted 

definition of the emblem as a tripartite structure: motto, pictura, subscriptio. Hence, by 

focusing almost exclusively on the textual inspirations of Alciato the poet, the 

composer of textual epigrams, Enenkel pretermits medieval bestiaries and the 

Physiologus tradition from which emblems are derived. Part II focuses on German 

humanist Johann von Schwarzenberg. In Chapter 2, as an apologist for the forerunners 

of the 28 February 1531 printed emblem book Emblematum liber (often considered the 

seminal work of the emblem genre), Enenkel gives creative credit to Steiner. Alciato 

is thus removed from the seat of ‘inventor’ of the genre and replaced by 

Schwarzenberg whose manuscript Memorial der Tugent (Mirror of Religious Virtue) was 

completed before 1512. Enenkel convincingly shows that Schwarzenberg’s bi-medial 

booklet inspired Steiner’s ‘idea that illustrations might contribute to the 

understanding and perception of the poems, especially among less learned readers, 

via illustrated books in the vernacular’ (p. 128). In Chapter 3 Enenkel thus takes us to 

16 February 1531 to glimpse a book printed 12 days before Alciato’s Emblematum: 
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Schwarzenberg’s vernacular German translation of Cicero’s De officiis. Enenkel argues 

that this simplified translation transforms Cicero from Roman politician to late 

medieval knight and becomes the main mode of the transmission of knowledge to the 

vernacular readership. Part III argues for the importance of the emblematic 

commentary. Chapter 4 examines the earliest comments on Alciato from 1551 by 

Bavarian jurist Sebastian Stockhamer. Enenkel argues for this increased attention to 

Stockhamer’s commentary to show that his annotations are in fact scholarly, despite 

Mignault’s assertions to the contrary. Chapter 5, then, examines interpretation and 

authorship in the 1565 work Emblemata by Hadrianus Junius. The cultural technique 

of emblem interpretation as an intellectual game is especially revealing in Junius’ 

practice of self-commentary. Part IV concludes the study with a discussion of 

advanced emblematics. In Chapter 6, Enenkel foregrounds the role of Zoology in 

Symbola et emblemata (1590/93) by Joachim Camerarius. Chapter 7 will interest 

historians of Netherlandish art as it demonstrates how Dutch painter Vaenius’ 

Emblemata Horatiana (for which Vaenius supplied the images and text) transmits 

knowledge of Horace through a fundamental appreciation of his emblematic subjects. 

Rigorous philological examination of Neo-Latin texts prevails as the greatest strength 

of the current study. Enenkel brings much scholarship from German and Dutch to the 

English-speaking world and, in addition to helpful footnotes, the text includes an 

extensive bibliography and an index of names. The reader can only wish for an index 

of subjects to accompany the vast amount of information dispersed throughout the 

pages. In this trenchant study, Enenkel provides a vital foundation for the intellectual 

history of emblem books as a genre and should be considered necessary reading for 

students and scholars of Renaissance and Early Modern European Humanities. 

 

Jenny Davis Barnett 

University of Queensland 
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Emma Gee, Mapping the Afterlife: From Homer to Dante (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2020). Online, $85, eISBN:9780190670511 

 

 

L.P. Hartley once famously said, ‘The past is a foreign country.’ Such a sentiment 

applies doubly to past approaches to the world, especially when considering issues 

that reflect historical views on life. Emma Gee’s Mapping the Afterlife: From Homer to 

Dante treats the concept of the afterlife in such a way. Gee deconstructs and challenges 

the ways in which Christian teleologies have shaped scholarly views of classical 

approaches to the afterlife and attempts to map ‘the topography of the afterlife’ (p. 9). 

Using the language of music, she attempts to bridge together seemingly incompatible 

concepts and ideas into a harmonious entity, and depicts ancient views of the afterlife 

as a search for harmony that is impossible in the real world. 

The overall argument of the monograph revolves around the very complexity 

of Classical views of the afterlife. Part 1 follows a variety of pairings that emerge as 

essential to ancient literature of the afterlife, including the spatial problem of Herakles 

in the Odyssey regarding the division between the underworld and the heavens – that 

Herakles somehow simultaneously exists in two places, with his ‘image’ residing in 

the underworld and his ‘self’ residing with the gods – and its implications on 

understandings of both the afterlife and human identity (Chapter 1). Gee also 

discusses in this part the dichotomy between ‘real and imaginary landscapes’ (p. 64) 

and the influence of the former on the latter in Virgil’s Aeneid (Chapter 2), and 

Claudian’s ekphrastic presentation of Proserpina’s tapestry in De raptu Proserpinae 

[Rape of Persephone] as a kind of spatial map, representing different kinds of imaginary 

space resembling ‘real space’ from the fourth century (Chapter 3).  

Part 2 moves away from geographical images of the afterlife to visions of the 

celestial afterlife. First, it presents the different approaches to space in Virgil – the 

‘underworld journey and the cosmic vision,’ and revisits the inconsistency in Virgil’s 

Aeneid 6. Gee compares the allegorical understanding of Aeneid 6.724 to 
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interpretations of Dante’s Paradiso, in which the structure of the universe, with souls 

strewn about the heavens, is used didactically to communicate the nature of the soul 

(Chapter 4). Gee then describes how musical allegory is often used to describe ancient 

views of the afterlife, specifically regarding conceptions of the harmony of the spheres, 

notably how Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis [Dream of Scipio] envisions the harmony of the 

spheres as harmonic (Chapter 5) and how, in a following chapter in Part 3, ‘Plato’s 

Soulscapes,’ Plato’s interpretation of the Spindle of Necessity in the Republic relates 

the mathematical principles of ‘harmonic series,’ with the Spindle representing 

‘astronomical and musical harmony,’ (p. 190) and of harmony as governing the soul 

as much as the planets (Chapter 6).  

The rest of part 3 discusses the rest of Plato’s ‘eschatalogical myths’ (p. 219) in 

Phaedrus (Chapter 7) and Phaedo (Chapter 8), presenting both an interplay between 

‘journey and vision’ and how scientific models become incorporated into 

understandings of the soul. Between chapters 5 and 6 lies exists an ‘Intermezzo,’ 

which articulates a vision of the universe as revolving around concepts of circular 

motion, with the soul implicated in the ‘expansion of order in the universe’ (p. 11). 

Part 4 follows how reconsiderations of the cosmos reflect on and impact 

understandings of the human role in the cosmos, first with an examination of how 

Plutarch relates the tripartite human being with the tripartite cosmos in Plutarch 

(Chapter 9) and Dante’s Commedia (Chapter 10). 

Gee’s work is ambitious in several respects, from its non-chronological 

approach to its sheer breadth of coverage. Gee’s insistence on a psychological 

approach, while somewhat idiosyncratic, does help ‘map’ the topography of the 

afterlife without shoehorning concepts or ideas into preexisting teleologies 

(specifically those of Christianization as an inevitable endpoint). And the effort to 

adequately capture a complex, variegated field is valuable, particularly in conveying 

how descriptions of the afterlife integrate contemporary scientific knowledge. 

However, there are occasional issues. The effort to avoid a strictly chronological 

approach more aptly reflects the complex nature of the topic, but also complicates 
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following the argument as it traverses between varying authors and centuries. More 

complicated to grapple with is the abrupt shift from language of topography to that 

of harmony, which while interesting and well justified, is somewhat abrupt and 

unharmonious for her overall argument.  

Overall, though, what Gee has done is an impressive and valuable addition to 

existing scholarship on views of the afterlife. Her effort to map the afterlife in all its 

complexity and nuance is a valuable model for other scholars, and provides an 

important guidebook for navigating the foreign terrain of the afterlife.  

 

Michael Asher Hammett 

Columbia University 

 

 

 

 


