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Ganymede, Danae, and Io:

Artistic Creativity in Aurora Leigh

Hiromi Hamamoto

Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh is an example of a Kunstlerroman, spe-
cifically concerning a development of a woman poet.! One of the conspicuous
characteristics of Aurora Leigh is concentration on poetry. Barrett Browning
writes a ‘novel-in-verse’, in which the eponymous heroine Aurora is writing the
autobiographical narrative in verse while writing her poems to publish, not
shown in the narrative. Aurora also expresses what we can call her poetics, her
understanding and attitudes towards poetry. She presents her reflections on po-
etry most expressively in Book 5 where she advocates the epic of the contempo-
rary age. In addition to that outstanding example, she repeatedly muses on her
own experience of being a poet and of actually writing poems. She explores the
mystery of creativity in the narrative. Her exploration about artistic engagement
not only closely corresponds to her own maturation as a poet, but also ultimately
expands to embrace her whole life, as it is inextricably entwined with her devel-
oping art.

In this paper, I will look at three mythological figures which Aurora em-
ploys to try to capture artistic creativity: Ganymede in Book 1, Danae in Book 3,
and lo in Book 7. Critics recognise these three figures as images of the poet, in-
voked to illustrate artistic inspiration, mainly exploring them in the light of gen-
der and sexual issues. Barbara Gelpi suggests that Aurora’s self-representation as
Ganymede in Book 1 bespeaks her masculine self-recognition at this point, and
that Io assumes her inspirational model in Book 7 when she has accepted her
female identity (41, 45). Linda Lewis also emphasises the rape element in the
representations of these figures (166-7), while Dorothy Mermin interprets these

1  Bina Freiwald calls Aurora Leigh the first ‘properly female Kunstlerroman’ in ‘English let-
ters’ (414). Gail Houston explores the gender difference in Kunstlerroman. Marjorie Stone
aptly argues to place the poem in the tradition of sage discourse in the Victorian age, call-
ing it ‘a Kunstlerroman generating the sage discourse’ (137).
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figures as images of the poet depicting ‘poetic inspiration as sexual subjugation
by a male muse’ (210-22). Moreover, Gail Houston goes so far as to argue that
Aurora assumes a role played by Danae and lo, depicted as being raped, and thus
a fallen woman. I will take a more eclectic approach to explore Aurora’s matura-
tion as a poet, by closely examining these representations and suggesting possi-
ble literary influence on them. The series of these mythological images is instruc-
tive to see Aurora’s developing poetics since the representations and emphasis in
them are subtly shifted progressively. These personages at the respective stages
are carefully selected to signal Aurora’s on-going maturation as a poet, made
possible through her living experiences unfolded in the narrative. I will also in-
clude the image of Mount Athos in Book 5 in my exploration of Aurora’s poetic
development since the Mount Athos image emblematises her explicit advocacy
of the epic of contemporary society.

I will first show how the Ganymede image presents Aurora’s immature po-
etic rapture. Secondly I will illustrate how the image of Mount Athos in Book 5,
compared with the Ganymede episode, foregrounds that Aurora decides to write
about contemporary age. Finally, I will argue that the series of the representa-
tions of the three figures — Ganymede in Book 1, Danae in Book 3, and o in
Book 7 — reflects Aurora’s gradual change in how to understand creativity, and
that this process corresponds to her position either symbolically or both literally
and symbolically at each respective stage. My exploration shall show how the Io
image in Book 7 embodies Aurora’s most mature poetics.

Ganymede

When Aurora expresses her fervent, still rather innocent engagement in po-
etry in Book 1, she employs a mythological figure Ganymede in a witty, slightly
self-mocking humour. Ganymede is a beautiful Trojan prince, who was loved
and abducted by Zeus to Olympus to serve as an immortal cup-bearer:

O life, O poetry,
Which means life in life! cognisant of life
Beyond this blood-beat, — passionate for truth

Beyond these senses, — poetry, my life, —
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My eagle, with both grappling feet still hot
From Zeus’s thunder, who has ravished me
Away from all the shepherds, sheep, and dogs,
And set me in the Olympian roar and round
Of luminous faces, for a cup-bearer

To keep the mouths of all the godheads moist
For everlasting laughters, — I, myself,

Half drunk across the beaker, with their eyes!

How those gods look!

Enough so, Ganymede.
We shall not bear above a round or two —
We drop the golden cup at Heré’s foot
And swoon back to the earth, — and find ourselves
Face-down among the pine-cones, cold with dew,
While the dogs bark, and many a shepherd scoffs,
‘What’s come now to the youth?” Such ups and downs
Have poets. (1.915-33)?

The Ganymede’s abduction is widely disseminated in Greek and Latin literature
and iconography. It is generally Zeus, his eagle, or Zeus in the guise of an eagle
that carried him off.? His abduction by the eagle was also a familiar motif for
post-Renaissance painters such as Correggio, Rubens, and Rembrandt.

More suggestively, the eagle — sometimes combined with Ganymede —
was one of the symbols beloved specifically by Romantic poets. Michael Ferber
explores the motif of eagles and the Ganymede episode in European Romanti-
cism from 1750 to 1850, and suggests that the eagle appealed to Romantic poets
‘as a symbol more suitable to the role of prophet and visionary than nightingale
or lark’ (Cambridge Introduction 27). The eagle — the king of birds and the
companion of Zeus — soars high in the sky and has acute vision. The notion of

2 Quotations from Aurora Leigh are taken from Donaldson. I will refer to the text with the
number of book and lines in brackets.
3 For detailed information, see Hellmut; Griffiths.
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the visionary prophet-poet was one of the characteristics of Romanticism, and
Romantics exploited the eagle-poet image for their own aim, of which earlier
instances can be found, for instance, in Pindar’s Odes (Nemean 3. 80-2; 5. 19-21;
Olympian 2. 86-8).

In Britain, Romantic poet-eagles are not highly prominent: Shelley’s soul
soars like a ‘young eagle’ in ‘Ode to Liberty’ (1820); Keats on the other hand
feels like a ‘sick eagle looking at the sky’ in ‘On seeing the Elgin Marbles’ (1817)
while calling Wordsworth ‘an eagle in his nest, or on the wing” in a letter to John
Reynolds in May 1818 (Rollins 280). French Romantic poets made more fre-
quent use of the eagle than British poets. Victor Hugo elaborately expanded the
eagle motif in his 1827 ode ‘A mon ami S-B [Sainte-Beuve]’, beginning with
‘L’aigle, c’est le génie!” (Odes 4. 17) Lamartine addressed Byron as ‘L’aigle, roi
des déserts’ in ‘L’Homme: A Lord Byron’ in Méditations poétiques (1820).4

Concerning the influence of French literature on Barrett Browning, poetry
has drawn less critical attention than fiction.® Aurora’s Italian association, for
instance, draws partly on Madame de Staél’s Corinne, ou [’Italie, the story of a
preeminent woman of genius.® Barrett Browning was also, however, passion-
ately admired Hugo, calling him a ‘genius’ and a ‘true poet’ in letters to Mary
Russell Mitford (Raymond and Sullivan 2. 85, 92 et al.; 3. 143). In 1857 in the
form of an unsent letter, she addressed a petition to Napoleon III begging him to
remit the sentence of exile upon Hugo. Between 1844 and 1845, moreover, she
persistently recommended Mitford to read Lamartine’s lyrics, especially his
Méditations poétiques (ibid 3. 2,21, 52)." The Ganymede image in Aurora Leigh
might be an example of the influence of Lamartine on Barrett Browning, since he
drew on the Ganymede episode in his ‘L’enthousiasme’ in the same Méditations:

4 For more examples, see Ferber ‘Eagles.’

(93]

For literary influence on Aurora Leigh see Kaplan 15-35; McSweeney xv-xx.

6 See Kaplan 16-22; McSweeney xvii-xviii. Ellen Moers investigated the monumental influ-
ence of ‘the myth of Corinne,’ created by this novel, blended with the legend of its au-
thor’s life, on literary women (173-210).

7  Lamartine unfortunately failed to visit the Brownings in 1852 (Raymond and Sullivan 3.

354,358).
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Ainsi, quand I’aigle du tonnerre

Enlevait Ganymede aux cieux,

Ainsi quand tu fonds sur mon ame,

Enthousiasme, aigle vainqueur

Au bruit de tes ailes de flamme

Je frémis d’une sainte horreur;

Je me débats sous ta puissance,

Je fuis, je crains que ta présence

N’anéantisse un coeur mortel (1-17)

[Just as when the thunder-eagle/ Carried Ganymede to the skies ... So when you
swoop upon my soul,/ Enthusiasm, conquering eagle/ At the sound of your fiery
wings/ I tremble with a holy dread; I struggle under your power, I flee, I fear lest your

presence/ Will annihilate a mortal soul] (Ferber’s translation in ‘Eagles’ 857)

The poet expresses his fear of losing his mortal self under the overwhelming di-
vine inspiration. The Ganymede motif emphasises the poet being possessed,
which is also tightly connected to rapturous nature of poetry (Ferber ‘Eagles’
856-8). Rapture is another characteristic of Romantic poetic experience. The
word ‘enthousiasme’ in Lamartine’s poem did not completely lose its original
etymological sense of divinely possessing force. In the lines following those
quoted above, by exploiting the ambiguity of the term Lamartine contrasts the
poet of his sort, a victim of ‘Enthousiasme’ (12) or divine inspiration, embodied
in the figure of the eagle or Muse (1, 31), with the poet with ‘Son enthousiasme
paisible [his peaceful enthusiasm]’ (43). The latter type of poet is merely an Ica-
rus, who, too scared to fly, in consequence never risks falling down from the sky
(ce pusillanime Icare ... Ne retombe jamais du ciel, 48-50). These allusions to
the poet’s own enthusiasm in contrast to divine enthusiasm, and falling down
from the sky, offer meaningful grounds to compare with Aurora’s eagle and her
eventual falling down.

In Aurora Leigh, Barrett Browning seems to try to find a way between the
divine eagle and Icarus’s artificial wings. No critical attention has been paid to
Barrett Browning’s attentive modification that it is not Zeus’s eagle but Aurora’s
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eagle that ravishes her. Aurora’s eagle is not external to her like the eagle of
which Lamartine is afraid, yet unlike a coward Icarus who remains on earth, her
eagle is strong enough to carry her off to heaven. Barrett Browning divides Au-
rora into Aurora and her eagle with the view to avoid bestowing divine inspira-

tion directly on Aurora:

My eagle, with both grappling feet still hot
From Zeus’s thunder, who has ravished me (1. 919-20)

The relationship between these three elements — Zeus’s thunder, Aurora’s eagle,
and her own self — is accurately delineated: Zeus’s thunder touches her eagle,
which takes her up to heaven. Aurora’s poetic experience in this stage chiefly
depends on her reading poetry and imitating it rather than writing her own poems
(My books! ... I chanced upon the poets, 1. 843-4). While Zeus’s thunder alludes
to the divine, poetic force that inspires other poets, Aurora’s eagle represents the
part of Aurora receptive to poetic rapture and her aspiration for poetry. The ex-
ternal force does not directly ravish her, but do her poetic rapture and aspiration,
heated and entranced by it. Mortal as they are, Aurora and her eagle are destined
to fall down from heaven.

Moreover, Barrett Browning chooses to focus on the scene not of the soar-
ing eagle, but Ganymede’s abduction by the eagle. Both points — the selection
of the Ganymede scene, and of Aurora’s eagle rather than Zeus’s eagle — origi-
nate from the fact that Aurora is not yet in the stage of writing her own poetry to
assume the status of poet. Just after the passage of the Ganymede image quoted
before, she asks to herself:

Am I such indeed? The name [of poets]
Is royal, and to sign it like a queen,
Is what I dare not, — though some royal blood

Would seem to tingle in me now and then (1.934-7)

By using the adjective ‘royal’, Aurora intimates that the king of birds eagle
embodies the poet more aptly than Ganymede. She also describes the poet as ad-
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dressing people ‘with his voice like a thunder’ (1. 877), alluding to the Book of
Revelation 6. 1 (¢ pavi Bpovtic [as if in a voice of thunder]).® The eagle is not
only the bird of Zeus, the thunder-bearer, but also the emblem of St. John the
Evangelist, who has traditionally been identified with John of Patmos, the author
of the Book of Revelation, one of the books most often alluded to in Aurora
Leigh. The Ganymede myth is thus preferred because it corresponds better to her
insufficient experience to assume the status of poet and her recognition of it, ac-
companied by uncertainty about her own talents. Moreover, while the eagle indi-
cates the visionary aspect of poetry, Ganymede is more apt to represent poetic
rapture. The Ganymede motif enables Barrett Browning to include both the vi-
sionary and rapturous aspects of poetry, both of which are evident in Aurora’s
experience: ‘O delight/ And triumph of the poet ... And say the word so that it
burns you through / With a special revelation’ (1. 901-6).

Lewis calls Ganymede a mythological rape victim along with Danae and Io
(166-7). Certainly, homosexual elements are present in the Ganymede myth, and
the verb ‘ravish’ could mean rape in certain contexts. The rape intimation, how-
ever, is not prevalent either in Greek and Latin allusions and later paintings, or in
Romantic examples. The verb ‘ravish’ also refers to “To carry away ... in mysti-
cal sense’ or ‘to carry away with rapture’ (‘ravish’ def. 3). Neither is it easy to
detect any hint of rape in this scene in Aurora Leigh especially when it is not
Zeus’s eagle but Aurora’s own eagle that carries her off to heaven.

Despite Aurora’s immature stature as a poet, she as a lover of poetry experi-
ences poetic rapture in heaven. Although Ganymede is scarcely mentioned in
Homer’s epics, Barrett Browning here conflates the Ganymede episode and the
gods’ banquet scene, characteristically reminiscent of the Iliad (1. 569-604).°
The phrase ‘everlasting laughters’ alludes to the Homeric line ‘dofeotog & dp’
Evdpto YéAmG pakapeoot Beoiocty’ meaning ‘And unquenchable laughter arose
among the blessed gods’ (Iliad 1. 599, Odyssey 8. 326. Pulleyn’s translation in
111). Moreover, the form of the name ‘Heré’, — as opposed to the more common
‘Hera’ or the latinised form ‘Juno’ which is employed elsewhere in the poem (3.

8  See also Revelation 4. 5, 10. 3, 11. 19 (Margaret Reynolds’ reference to Revelation 3. 5
seems to be a reference to 4. 5).
9 Inthe /liad, the god of fire and blacksmithing Hephaistos serves as a cup-bearer.
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254, 5. 1251) — adds an epic flavour to this passage, for it is a transliteration of
the Ionic dialect form ("Hpn), upon which Homeric language was mainly based.
Furthermore, the Greek form ‘Zeus’ is employed only here in this poem, instead
of ‘Jove’ as elsewhere (3. 123, 7. 830 et passim.). Perhaps, the author had in mind
Dante’s praise of the epic poet Homer as ‘segnor de 1’altissimo canto/ che sovra
li altri com’aquila vola [the monarch of sublimest song,/ That o’er the others like
an eagle soars|” (Inferno 4. 95-6. Henry Francis Cary’s translation).'

Barrett Browning deliberately chooses the Homeric representation of gods
for Aurora’s early poetic intoxication to suggest two points: Aurora in earlier
days imbibes classical poetry and imitates it (1. 983-1002); and Aurora’s poetic
ambition will ultimately focus on epic poetry. The author herself had an ambition
to write an epic from her own early days. She privately published The Battle of
Marathon at the age of fourteen, mainly inspired by Alexander Pope’s translation
of Homer. Homer represented poetry for her. In a letter to Mitford in 1842, she
wrote: ‘For my own part, my learning Greek was a child’s fancy . . achieved for
Homer’s sake; & for Homer’s sake, . . that is, for poetry’s generally’ (Raymond
and Sullivan 1. 340). In Aurora Leigh, then, she has Aurora aspire to write an
epic of the contemporary age.

The humorous phrase at the end of the Ganymede episode — ‘Such ups and
downs/ Have poets’ (1. 933) — encapsulates the poet’s in-between existence and
serves as the first instance of the doubleness of the poet, a theme that would be-
come important in Aurora Leigh. Holly Laird has perceptively observed that
terms such as ‘twofold,” ‘double vision,” and ‘double-faced’ are ‘key terms’ in
Aurora Leigh (281).!! Although I think that it is necessary to differentiate more
subtly what each individual example of doubleness represents in context, it is
true that repetition and variation of these terms constitute one of the main com-

10 Cary’s translation of The Inferno appeared in 1805-06, and of the entire Divina Commedia
in 1814 under the title of The Vision: or, Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise, of Dante Alighieri.
Barrett Browning wrote to Mitford, a friend of Cary: “You spoke of the venerable Mr.
Carey! ... The translator of Dante & Pindar I knew & reverenced well’ (Raymond and Sul-
livan 1. 62).

11 Dolores Rosenblum insightfully argues that the poet’s double focus, prefigured in Casa
Guidi Windows (1851), is fully realised in Aurora Leigh (1856).
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plexities of Barrett Browning’s discourse. The instance in the Ganymede episode
testifies that at the earliest stage of her writing endeavour, Aurora experiences the
crux of poetic doubleness, which remains at the core in her creative activities.

Despite the doubleness of heaven and earth and the division of Aurora into
her eagle and her own self, in the Ganymede image Aurora retains an uncompli-
cated and unquestioned unity of life and art. I will quote the first part of the
Ganymede episode again:

O life, O poetry,
Which means life in life! cognisant of life
Beyond this blood-beat, — passionate for truth
Beyond these senses, — poetry, my life, —
My eagle .... (1. 915-9)

Here Aurora merges without any hesitation life and poetry, which finds its full
force of contrast when the unity of life and poetry falls apart from Book 3 on-
wards, as she has begun to struggle to write her own poetry. The discrepancy
between life and art is succinctly presented in Book 3 when she sustains her life
by writing commercially, while quite separately working on her own poems for
the sake of her developing art:

And, being but poor, [ was constrained, for life,

To work with one hand for the booksellers,

While working with the other for myself

And art. (3.302-5)

The earlier deficiency in self-consciousness is well attested in the lines in which
Aurora nostalgically recalls the immature unity of her living and writing in her
youth:

I lived, those days,
And wrote because I lived — unlicensed else:

My heart beat in my brain. (1. 959-61)
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However happily she may have written, her writing was lifeless at this stage be-
cause it was imitation of others’ poems:

I poured myself
Along the veins of others, and achieved

Mere lifeless imitations of life verse (1.972-4)

The Ganymede image in Book 1 thus presents her fervent, early intoxication in
poetic rapture, deriving more from her reading of poetry than her own writing.
She wistfully recalls it later, yet needs to transcend to create her own poetry.

Ganymede and Mount Athos

Before examining the representations of Danae and Io, I would like to com-
pare the Ganymede image in Book 1 with the image of Mount Athos in Book 5.
Book 5 has a pivotal importance in Aurora Leigh, by reason of not only standing
at the centre of the narrative structure, but also containing Aurora’s most exten-
sive and explicit reflections on poetry.’? In Book 5 Aurora expresses her advo-
cacy of the contemporary epic, and the Mount Athos image serves as an illustra-
tion of poets’ duty to capture their own age:

Every age,
Through being beheld too close, is ill-discerned
By those who have not lived past it. We’ll suppose
Mount Athos carved, as Alexander schemed,
To some colossal statue of a man.
The peasants, gathering brushwood in his ear,
Had guessed as little as browsing goats
of form or feature of humanity

Up there,

Full human profile, nose and chin distinct,

12 Concerning the narrative structure of Aurora Leigh, see Cooper 153-4.
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Mouth, muttering rhythms of silence up the sky
And fed at evening with the blood of suns;
Grand torso, — hand, that flung perpetually
The largesse of a silver river down

To all the country pastures. (5. 166-74, 176-81)

This image draws on an event involving Alexander the Great reported in Plutar-
ch’s Lives, in which Alexander declined a project suggested by an artist to mould
an enormous statue of Alexander himself out of Mount Athos (72). In this quota-
tion, however, the artist is subtly displaced by Alexander, and the unrealised
statue of Alexander by the statue of archetypical man, embodiment of an age.
Barrett Browning thus has Aurora focus on obscure people rather than the hero
par excellence.

Visually and auditorily, this Mount Athos image presents a vivid contrast to
the Ganymede image in terms of where the poet stands and what the poet faces.
In heaven Aurora sees the ‘luminous faces’ of the gods and hears ‘Olympian
roar’ and ‘everlasting laughters’ for which the cup-bearer keeps ‘the mouths
moist’ (1. 922-5). On the earth, the poet is required to perceive ‘Mouth, mutter-
ing rhythms of silence up the sky/ And fed at evening with the blood of suns’ (5.
177-8). In contrast to the gods’ luminous faces in their celestial abode, the human
statue with its sharply distinct face the poet comprehends on Mount Athos proves
Aurora’s self-conscious engagement in the humanity of her own age.

Though fixed on the earth, the gigantic human figure sings silently towards
heaven, while at evening receiving vital power from there. Not only does the
poet make contact with the divine, but also the age, nurtured by ‘the blood of
suns’, aspires upwards. The age, revealing its greatness, also suggests its innate
intimacy with the celestial powers.

The difference between the Mount Athos image and the Ganymede image
can be construed as that the former adds the horizontal dimension to the vertical
movement found in ‘Such ups and down’ in the Ganymede image. Ganymede’s
abduction is chosen as Aurora’s model partly because it offers a vigorous exam-
ple of ascending movement. On the other hand, the age, just like the gigantic
figure, requires to be seen from afar as well as from near:
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But poets should
Exert a double vision; should have eyes
To see near things as comprehensibly
As if afar they took their point of sight,
And distant things, as intimately deep,
As if they touched them. (5.183-8)

The ‘double vision’ from two different distances — ‘near’ and ‘afar’, ‘touched’
and ‘distant’ — allows the poet to see things both ‘comprehensibly’ and ‘inti-
mately’. Poets need a distant vision to comprehend the greatness of their own
age, as well as to retain a close view of living tangible realities within it in order
to grasp it intimately from within. Moreover, the ‘double-vision’ seems to open
an auditory potentiality to the poet, since a comprehensive view from afar is
necessary to recognise the ‘Mouth’ of the gigantic figure of the age and listen to
its ‘rhythms of silence’. The poet delivers songs as if by listening to its ‘rhythms
of silence’ and lending voice to them from the vantage point privileged to the
poet, a vantage point that discloses the coherent shape and meaning of the age,
yet unknown to people embedded within it.

Thus, in the Mount Athos image two types of doubleness are crossed: the
horizontal — ‘a double vision’ of poets — and the vertical: the song going ‘up
the sky’ and ‘the blood of suns’ feeding the statue. The multiplication of the
doubleness in poetic creation and the poet’s standing on the earth reflect Aurora’s
development from Book 1 to Book 5 when she has established herself as a poet
and explicitly advocates the epic of the contemporary age. This advocacy is sig-
nificantly influenced by Aurora’s encounter with the working-class Marian Erle
in Books 3 and 4, where she visits Marian and listens to the story of her pitiful
life.

Marjorie Stone hesitates to admit that Aurora’s encounter with Marian in
Books 3 and 4 has significantly influenced Aurora’s manifest as a poet (the poet’s
work is to ‘represent the age’), while emphasising that more intimate relationship
with Marian in Books 6 and 7 are necessary for completion of Aurora’s growth
(168-9). Taking into consideration Aurora’s dissatisfaction with her own works
including the latest book in Book 5, however, I would suggest that Aurora’s
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manifest as a poet in Book 5 is made possible by her encounter with Marian in
Books 3 and 4, yet still lacking in her own living experience equal to it.

Danae and Io

I will examine two other mythological figures, Danae and o, employed to
illustrate artistic creativity. Danae is invoked in Book 3 before Aurora’s visiting
Marian, and Io in Book 7 when Aurora reflects on her latest book, which she has
finished in Book 5. These personages are carefully selected and the representa-
tions of these figures are subtly shifted to signal Aurora’s on-going maturation as
a poet at each respective stage.

In Book 3, Aurora reads a letter from her friend, the painter Vincent Car-
rington, in which he describes his two sketches of Danae. Danae was imprisoned
by her father in order to prevent the fulfilment of the prophecy of an oracle which
foretold that her son would kill her father. Zeus visited her in the form of a
shower of golden rain, however, and begot Perseus, who eventually killed his
grandfather. She was confined most famously in a tower of brass, sometimes in
a brazen chamber under the earth, or in an unspecified cell.®

It is intriguing to see how the British Victorians made use of the Danae myth
to express their own concerns, though the examples are not numerous. In paint-
ings from the classical period onwards, the scene most commonly depicted is
Zeus’s visit to her in the form of the golden shower. In the Victorian age, how-
ever, we observe a focus on the perspective of a woman imprisoned in a tower.
The Pre-Raphaelite Burne-Jones painted two works with almost the same com-
position: Danae Watching the Building of the Brazen Tower (1872) and Danae or
the Tower of Brass (1887-8). In both paintings, Danae anxiously watches the
building of the tower through a doorway. Danae’s witnessing the process of her
own imprisonment suggests uneasy self-consciousness on her part about her own
helpless situation. In Victorian poetry, Swinburne’s poem ‘Danaé’ (1867) depicts
Danae, in isolation and full of erotic longings, singing and weaving a tapestry to
portrait her lover whom she meets in her dream:

13 For more detail information see Maffre.
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“My love! I only rest awhile,

To dream the beauty of thy smile,

And only wake again to picture thee.”
Thus sang the maiden of the brazen tower,

And longed, unconscious, for the golden shower. (24-8) 14

Frederic Sandys created a wood engraving, entitled Danaé in the Brazen
Chamber, which intended to be an illustration to Swinburne’s poem. He depicted
not only the tapestry with the image of a male nude, but also a lyre, symbol of
poetry. Although these representations of Danae appeared at least ten years after
the publication of Aurora Leigh, the imprisonment of a woman in a tower strong-
ly recalls Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’, published originally in 1833 and
then in the revised version 1842.15 The lady lives in a tower to look down to
Camelot and to see Lancelot riding down there. Singing and weaving a tapestry,
the heroines in both poems are artist-figures. '°

In Aurora Leigh, after her aunt’s death Aurora moves to London to live in ‘a
chamber up three flights of stairs’ (3. 158). When Lady Waldemar visits Aurora
in Book 3, she humorously emphasises the difficulty of climbing up to Aurora’s
apartment, mingled with sarcastic allusions to her artistic status: ‘the trouble of
ascent/ To this Olympus’ (3. 372-3). This allusion to Olympus is ironically remi-
niscent of the Ganymede image, where Aurora is metaphorically carried up to the
Olympian gods’ abode and feels rapturous intoxication of poetry. In contrast to
the imaginary visit to heaven, in this apartment on the third story in London Au-
rora has been working hard to establish herself as a poet. While perhaps she lives
in the place slightly higher than other people, it is hardly comparable to Olympus
from Aurora’s point of view. Certainly, though, Aurora is not imprisoned in the

14 Swinburne’s poem ‘Danaé’ appeared in Once a Week on 7 December 1867.

15 Bing Shao introduces a common interpretation of ‘The Lady of Shalott’ as signifying the
predicament of the artist: once the artist leaves the tower and becomes involved in social
life, he or she would kill artistic life. Shao sees in Tennyson’s poem a counterpart to Auro-
ra Leigh, which broadly embraces both life and art (107).

16  For the theme of confinement and escape in the nineteenth-century literature, see Gilbert
and Gubar 83-92 et passim.
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apartment by others, having chosen to confine herself there to devote herself to
poetry.'” However, she needs to descend from her apartment to the worlds yet
unknown to her, before explicitly expressing her advocacy of the epic of the
contemporary age in Book 5. She not only visits Marian in the poor districts of
London in Books 3 and 4, but also eventually leaves England for Italy at the end
of Book 5.

It is difficult to resist the temptation to see a suggestive similarity between
this aspect of the Danae myth and Barrett Browning herself, who as a semi-inval-
id lived for many years scarcely leaving her own room under her father’s roof.!®
The creator of Aurora was acutely aware of the disadvantages of her own seclu-
sion for her art. She wrote in a letter to Robert Browning (March 20, 1845):
‘Before this seclusion of my illness, I was secluded still — & there are few of the
youngest women in the world who have not seen more, heard more, known more,
of society, than I ... And do you also know what a disadvantage this ignorance to
my art — Why if I live on & yet do not escape from this seclusion, do you not
perceive that I labour under signal disadvantages . . that I am, in a manner, as a
blind poet?’ (Kelley et al. vol. 10, 133, italics original).

In Aurora Leigh, Carrington describes his two sketches of Danae in his let-
ter to Aurora: ‘A tiptoe Danae, overbold and hot,/ Both arms a-flame to meet her
wishing Jove/ and burn him faster down; the face/ And breasts upturned and
straining,” anticipating a shower of golden rain (3. 122-6); the other lies ‘flat
upon her prison-floor’, dimly seen through ‘[t]he glittering haze of that prodi-
gious rain’ (3. 127-33).1 Carrington prefers the second, as emphatically does

Aurora:

Surely. Self is put away,
And calm with abdication. She is Jove,

And no more Danae — greater thus. Perhaps

17 See Shao 109-10.

18 See Taylor 29 n.31.

19 Lewis (167-8), Mermin (211), and Susanna Egan (292) see an analogy between Danae and
Marian as rape victims. Marian’s rape is not revealed until Book 6, yet I do not deny the
possibility of multiple interpretations of the Danae images.
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The painter symbolises unaware

Two states of the recipient artist-soul;

One, forward, personal, wanting reverence,
Because aspiring only. We’ll be calm,

And know that, when indeed our Joves come down,

We all turn stiller than we have ever been. (3. 135-43)

In the contrasting images of Danae, Aurora perceives ‘two states of the re-
cipient artist-soul’ (3. 139). The key term is here ‘Self’. The first Danae — ‘per-
sonal, wanting reverence,/ Because aspiring only’ (3. 126-7) — expresses the
same traits as found in the Ganymede episode, in which Aurora’s aspiration
glows, and the self is steadfastly persistent, evident in her repetitive use of the
first person pronouns, ‘poetry, my life’, ‘my eagle’, ‘I, myself’, ‘We’, and ‘our-
selves’ (1. 915-33). It is precisely stated that it is Aurora’s eagle touched by Ze-
us’s thunder — rather than Zeus’ eagle itself — that ravishes her. This reveals
that she is ravished to heaven by imbibing divinely inspired poetry written by
other poets, and she herself remains still entirely personal. The second Danae, on
the other hand, receives fully the divine inspiration and gives herself up to it.2°

The self-abdication of the artist represented in the picture of the second
Danae is discernible also in the image of o in Book 7:

Truth so far, in my book! a truth which draws

From all things upwards. I, Aurora, still

Have felt it hound me through the wastes of life

As Jove did lo: and, until that Hand

Shall overtake me wholly, and, on my head,

Lay down its large, unfluctuating peace,

The feverish gad-fly pricks me up and down

It must be. (7. 827-34)

20 Beverly Taylor observes that Aurora overlooks erotic aspects of Carrington’s sketches of
Danae, arguing that it originates from Aurora’s denial of her own sexuality, which is seen
in her own fear of marriage and makes her fail to see a possible connection between sexual
passion and artistic inspiration (18-9).
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Io was transformed into a cow and goaded by a gad-fly to wander on the earth,
cross the Bosphoros giving her name to it, and travel as far as Egypt, where Zeus
touched her to make her conceive. Just as the golden rain into which Jove trans-
forms himself falls upon Danae so that ‘Self is put away/ And calm with abdica-
tion> (3. 121-2), so Jove’s hand takes Io over wholly, bestowing peace on her
head. Before yielding to inspirational abdication, however, another step is neces-
sary for the artist, since artistic self-abdication only follows persistent sufferings:
‘The feverish gad-fly pricks me up and down’ (7. 833).%! Lewis (167-8) and Mer-
min (211) not only discuss the Danae image and the Io image without paying
attention to when they are invoked, but also seem less concerned with the par-
ticular representations of these figures in Aurora Leigh than the mythical events
that Zeus impregnated female figures. I would rather argue a progressive devel-
opment in the series of these representations of the images.

Thus, the To image includes two discrete forces in creativity, which are ex-
pressed in two different directions of movement: the vertical — Jove’s hand —
and the horizontal — Io’s wanderings on the earth. In contrast to the human
statue carved on Mount Athos, which shares the same two dimensions, more-
over, the lo image also involves spatial extension on the horizontal plane. The
position of the poet on the earth in both images indicates Aurora’s unchanged
advocacy of the epic of the contemporary age, while Io’s wanderings emphasise
more the poet’s sufferings. Unlike the second Danae, lo needs to wander in strug-
gle on the earth before receiving Jove’s touch or divine inspiration. This strug-
gling on the earth first signifies Aurora’s own conscious efforts in writing. She
uses her own typical physical imagery with her latest book before her eyes in
Book 5:

21 To is one of the main protagonists in Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound, which Barrett Brown-
ing translated twice, the first version published in 1833 and a second prepared in 1845.
Prometheus served as one of the major sources of inspiration for some of the Romantic
poets, as a rebel against authority and helper of human beings, and sometimes even their
creator. In the fact that Barrett Browning introduces lo into this important moment, we
might be able to discern her distance from Romantic fascination with the Prometheus fig-
ure.
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Behold, at last, a book.
If life-blood’s necessary, which it is, —
(By that blue vein athrob on Mahomet’s brow,
Each prophet-poet’s book must show man’s blood!)
If life-blood’s fertilising, I wrung mine
On every leaf of this, — unless the drops
Slid heavily on one side and left it dry. (5.353-8)

She also uses similar visceral phraseology to express how hard she has been
working in Book 3:

Day and night
I worked my rhythmic thought, and furrowed up
Both watch and slumber with long lines of life
Which did not suit their season. The rose fell
From either cheek, my eyes globed luminous
Through orbits of blue shadow, and my pulse
Would shudder along the purple-veined wrist
Like a shot bird. (3.272-7)

These self-conscious efforts in writing introduce another perspective in the dis-
course of poetic creativity,”” as it suggests the tension between divine force and
the self, or tension within the poet. It is not problematised when the artist only
aspires like Ganymede or the first Danae, or only yields to the inspiration like the
second Danae.

Furthermore, Io’s wanderings embrace Aurora’s difficulties in life, as en-
capsulated in her return to Italy. She decides to leave England, depressed about
her art as well as her lonely situation. After finishing her latest book, Aurora not
only becomes aware of the fact that she cannot thoroughly love her own works,

22 Replying to a letter in which he had reported John Mill’s comments on his Pauline, Eliza-
beth Barrett assured Robert Browning of the self-consciousness of the poet (February 7,
1845): Of course you are self-conscious — How cd. you be a poet otherwise? Tell me —
(Kelley et al., vol. 10, 103; Robert Browning’s letter in 99-100).
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which she find below her ‘thought and hope,” murmuring to herself: ‘If this then
be success, ‘tis dismaller/ Than any failure’ (5. 412, 433-4). She also realises that
she has nobody to love her: her both parents are in heaven, and she has not seen
Romney Leigh, her only living relative, for eighteen months (5. 540-5, 571-3).
She misunderstands at Lord Howe’s party, moreover, that Romney is going to
marry Lady Waldemar (5. 1064-7). At the end of Book 5 Aurora leaves England,
crossing the Dover Strait to France, and arrives in Italy by train, a long geo-
graphical movement, analogous to lo’s geographical wanderings.

I have shown the series of images symbolising stages in Aurora’s deepening
poetic engagement: Ganymede in Book 1, Danae in Book 3, and o in Book 7.
Ganymede is abducted to heaven, while the two women, Danae and Io, receive
divine power on earth. Moreover, since in the most familiar version of the myth
Danae is said to be immured in a tower, we may distinguish a subtle difference
in altitude this time between Danae in her tower and Io wandering on the earth.
The place where they encounter poetic inspiration can thus be construed as grad-
ually descending from Ganymede (in heaven) to Danae (in her tower) to Io (on
the earth).

Construction of the o image, furthermore, embraces Aurora’s development
represented in the Mount Athos image. From Ganymede in Book 1 to Mount
Athos in Book 5, and finally to Io in Book 7, the images gradually cover more
dimensions: the Ganymede image presents only the vertical movement; the
Mount Athos image adds the horizontal dimension to it; and the lo image in-
volves both dimensions, plus the spatial expansion in the horizontal.

The gradual descent represented by the series of the images scrupulously
corresponds to Aurora’s own position either symbolically or both literally and
symbolically. In Book 1, like Ganymede, Aurora imaginatively ascends to heav-
en; in Book 3, like Danae, she lives in an apartment on the third floor;? and by
Book 7 she not only descends from her room to visit Marian in the poor districts
of London, but also leaves England for Italy, when she has finished the books she
had been working on.

23 In American terms, Aurora lives on the fourth floor, the highest in normal domestic archi-
tecture, the closest thing to a tower in Victorian London.
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The Ganymede image first symbolises Aurora’s immature poetic aspiration
and rapture, deriving more from her reading of poetry than writing her own po-
ems, when she still holds unquestioned unity of living and writing. She does not
directly receive divine inspiration at this stage. Aurora’s preference for the sec-
ond Danae over the first Danae foregrounds the need of self-abdication of the
artist to something outside of and higher than the self. The lo image finally em-
bodies a poetic maturity that Aurora has painfully earned, a maturity capable of
both self-abdication and critical self-consciousness, entwined with the poet’s
engagement in contemporary society, as well as Aurora’s predicament in life.
The Io image accordingly emblematises the most mature and complex stage of
Aurora’s poetics, stretching itself to embrace the whole of life, unconfined to the
actual writing process.

Works Cited

Cooper, Helen. Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Woman and Artist. Chapel Hill: North Carolina UP,
1988.

Donaldson, Sandra. ed. Aurora Leigh, 4th edn (1859): The Works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning.
vol. 3. London: Pickering & Chatto, 2010.

Egan, Susanna. ‘Glad Rags for Lady Godiva: Woman’s Story as Woman stance in Elizabeth Bar-
rett Browning’s Aurora Leigh.” English Studies in Canada 20.3. (Spring 1994): 283-300.

Ferber, Michael. ‘The Eagles of Romanticism.” Literature Compass 3-4 (2006): 846-66.

. The Cambridge Introduction to British Romantic Poetry. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2012.

Freiwald, Bina. ‘Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh: Transcendentalism and the Female

Subject.” Eds. Anna Balakian et al. Proceedings of the Xth Congress of the International
Comparative Literature Association. Vol. I1. New York: 1982. 414-20.

Gelpi, Barbara Charlesworth. ‘Aurora Leigh: The Vocation of the Woman Poet.” Victorian Poetry
19.1. (Spring 1981): 35-48.
Gilbert, Sandra M. and Susan Gubar. The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, Second Edition. New Haven: Yale UP, 2000.
Griffiths, Alan H. ‘Ganymede.” The Oxford Classical Dictionary. Third edition. Eds. Simon Horn-
blower and Antony Spawforth. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1996.

Houston, Gail Turley. ‘Gender Construction and the Kunstlerroman: David Copperfield and Au-
rora Leigh.” Philological Quarterly 72.2. (1993): 213-36.

Laird, Holly A. ‘Aurora Leigh: An Epical Ars Poetica.” Critical Essays on Elizabeth Barrett
Browning. Ed. Sandra Donaldson. New York: G. K. Hall, 1999. 275-90. [This essay was



Ganymede, Danae, and Io 105

originally published in Writing the Woman Artist: Essays on Poetics, Politics, and Portrai-
ture. Ed. Suzanne W. Jones. Philadelphia: Pennsylvania UP, 1991. 353-70.]

Lewis, Linda M. Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Spiritual Progress: Face to Face with God. Co-
lumbia: Missouri UP, 1998.

Maffre, Jean-Jacques. ‘Danae.’ Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae. Eds. Acker-
mann, Hans Christoph and Jean-Robert Gisler. Vol. 3 (1). Ziirich: Artemis, 1986. 325-37.

Mermin, Dorothy. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: The Origins of a New Poetry. Chicago: Chicago
UP, 1989.

Moers, Ellen. Literary Women: The Great Writers. New York: Oxford UP, 1977.

Pulleyn, Simon ed. Homer Iliad Book One. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000.

‘Ravish, v.” Oxford English Dictionary. Second edition. Oxford UP, 1989.

Raymond, Meredith B. and Mary Rose Sullivan eds. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to
Mary Russell Mitford, 1836-1854. 3 vols. Winfield, KS: Wedgestone P, 1983.

Reynolds, Margaret. ed. Aurora Leigh, by Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Athens: Ohio UP, 1992.

Rollins, Hyder E. ed. The Letters of John Keats: 1814-1821. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
UP, 1958.

Rosenblum, Dolores. ‘Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s Visionary Aesthetic.” Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature 4 (1) (Spring 1985):
61-8.

Shao, Bing. ‘Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh — Her ‘Highest Convictions upon Life
and Art.” Studies in Browning and His Circle: A Journal of Criticism, History, and Bibliog-
raphy 20 (1993): 106-14.

Sichtermann, Hellmut. ‘Ganymedes.’ Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae. Eds. Hans
Christoph Ackermann and Jean-Robert Gisler. Vol. 4 (1). Ziirich: Artemis, 1988. 154-69.

Stone, Marjorie. Elizabeth Barrett Browning. New York: St. Martin’s, 1995.

Taylor, Beverly. “School-Miss Alfred’ and ‘Materfamilias’: Female Sexuality and Poetic Voice in
The Princess and Aurora Leigh.’ Gender and Discourse in Victorian Literature and Art. Eds.
Antony H. Harrison and Beverly Taylor. DeKalb: Northern Illinois UP, 1992. 5-29.



