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Rosy CoLoMBO*

Foreword

The eleven essays collected in this issue, spanning from Homer (Nancy Fel-
son) to Derek Walcott (Madeleine Scherer) through Attic tragedy (mainly
Euripides: Anna Beltrametti, Ronald Blankenborg, and Francesco Puccio),
Seneca (Ivan Spurio Venarucci and Puccio) and the Italian Renaissance dra-
ma (Matteo Bosisio and Annalisa Perrotta), Shakespeare and early modern
English drama (Terri Bourus and Katarzyna Burzynska), Racine’s Phédre
(Delia Gambelli) and Marina Cvetaeva (Puccio) are unified by the presence
of one important, easily overlooked go-between character: the figure of the
nurse who bridges the gap of cultures and literary genres, especially epic
narrative and the stage, as Blankenborg shows with regard to Euripides’
Medea.

The meaning of the English noun “nurse” has changed over time as the
social role it defined became obsolete. Originally a borrowing from the
French “nourrice”, the word signified the woman who provided nourishment
and nurture to babies she had not given birth to. It is in this sense that it was
most often used up to the nineteenth century, both denotatively and meta-
phorically. See, for instance, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, referring to the asp as
the “baby at my breast, / That sucks the nurse asleep” (Antony and Cleopatra,
5.2.304-5). Specifically, the wet nurse, defined as “A woman who is hired to
suckle and nurse another woman’s child” (OED), was opposed to the dry
nurse, “A woman who takes care of and attends to a child but does not suckle
it” (OED). As the social role of the wet nurse disappeared, the term by exten-
sion came to refer broadly to “a person (historically usually a woman) who
cares for the sick or infirm” (OED) and now is understood to define princi-
pally a professional role in medical care. The connection to nourishment has
been lost. We decided to use the word “nurse” throughout this publication

* Sapienza University of Rome - rosamariacolombosmith@gmail.com
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[ Rosy CorLomBO

to preserve the etymological meaning of nurture and nourishment which it
implies, as do the Greek trophos and the Latin nutrix.

In Greek literature, from Homer to Euripides, the Nurse is a cen-
tral figure of authority. As Karydas first pointed out (1998),! its roots
may be traced in the models of female hierarchy in early choral lyr-
ic performances, and the poetics of female paideia as can be found in
those performances were later appropriated and reshaped in epic and
tragedy. Nancy Felson’s article focuses on the archetype of Eurycleia, the
paradigmatic nurse in the Odyssey, who, although a servant, is not devoid of
authority. As Anna Beltrametti argues in this issue, not only does Eurycleia
perform the famous recognition scene through Odysseus’s scar in Book 19
which attracted the critical attention of Erich Auerbach in his survey of the
origin of realism in Western literature, but her role also continues through
the whole poem, and when she acts she has a crucial impact on the plot. Eu-
rycleia epitomizes the distinguishing features that make the nurse a relevant
figure in Homeric society, thus establishing an archetype for the nurses in
Attic tragic drama. These nurses are different from one another, each being
characterized by one predominant function and/or feature: substitute moth-
er, guardian/educator, confidante, bestowed with rational or psychological
insight, sometimes a simple witness, sometimes a sort of chorus, capable,
as Tiresias, of seeing and foretelling. They are endowed with wisdom and
intelligence, they feel a sense of belonging to the household they serve; their
intimacy is grounded in the nourishment and care of the babies with whom
they are in direct physical contact, and as the children grow up they assume
a right to admonish, and can develop an unswerving loyalty. They are the
embodiment of common sense while they have no difficulty in transgressing
behavioural and linguistic codes. The prismatic quality of the nutrix may
affect the dramaturgical structure of the play, for instance providing trage-
dies with a comic element tinged with a whole variety of inflections, from
irony to malice, exposing unnecessary sentimentalism. If, on the one hand,
the bond with the female heroines is grounded on sympathy and shared se-
crets, often verging on complicity, on the other hand, reason and duty allow
the nurse to detect what is wrong in the behaviour of her child (Romeo and
Juliet) or mistress (Medea, Phédre). A telling example of such insight and un-
derstanding is Cilissa’s, Orestes’s nurse, who in Aeschylus’s Libation-Bear-
ers, as Beltrametti notices, is the first to spot and reveal to the women of the
Chorus Clytemnestra’s deceitful reaction to her son’s return home.

Moreover, (not) naming the nurse is an issue: Homer’s Eurycleia and

' Examining Nurse figures in ancient Greek epic and drama, Helen Pournara
Karydas focuses on the verbal manifestations of the Nurse’s authority-advice, approval,
disapproval, directions and orders.
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Aeschylus’s Cilissa, together with Shakespeare’s Angelica (commented
upon by Terri Bourus) and Racine’s Enone (analyzed by Delia Gambelli)
are the only nurses to have a name, in line with being characters and not
stereotypes, in contrast to a wider sequence of anonymous nurses.” The lack
of a name is usually considered as evidence of lack of status. Our interpreta-
tion is generally different, proposing that on the contrary namelessness may
be viewed as a constitutive trait of the nurse’s complex, prismatic quality
mentioned above, rooted in her physical bond with the child and care for
it as the basis of the category of the maternal. As Bourus writes, mothers
are notoriously rare in Shakespeare’s plays, but maternal care is a dimen-
sion Shakespeare explored in a number of ways: in the Senecan tragic light
of Titus Andronicus, in the linguistic unruliness of Juliet’s nurse, and even
with the challenge of its gender connotation in The Tempest in Prospero’s
maternal function grafted onto his paternal guidance during the upbringing
of Miranda. Finally, and more compellingly, Cleopatra transcends a conven-
tional maternal connotation in the performance of her own death: with the
asp as a baby sucking the nurse asleep, darkly subverting the idea itself of
nurturing — a maternal paradox.

Another facet of the prismatic quality of the nurse is the ethics of care
which may be viewed from a postmodern perspective, as Katarzyna Burzyns-
ka does in dealing with several early modern English plays, where she de-
tects analogies between nurses and contemporary “dependency workers” in
a system that provides them with a function, but not with power. The same
politicization occurs, according to Madeleine Scherer, in Derek Walcott’s
version of a Eurycleia strongly tied to Egypt, within a context of references
to Afrocentric literature and Caribbean rituals: a political adaptation to glob-
al culture and memory.

Works Cited

Auerbach, Erich. 2003. Mimesis: the Representation of Reality in Western Litera-
ture. Fiftieth Anniversary Edition. Trans. Willard Trask. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Karydas, Helen Pournara. 1998. Eurykleia and Her Successors. Lanham and Ox-
ford: Rowman and Littlefield.

Shakespeare, William. 2005. The Oxford Shakespeare. The Complete Works. Ed.
by John Jowett, William Montgomery, Gary Taylor and Stanley Wells.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

> Another exception is Aeneas’s nurse Caieta, whose name is ritually handed over
to the location of her funeral in Aeneid, 7.1-4.






Nancy FELsON™

Eurycleia: The Odyssey's Best Supporting Character

Abstract

Homer’s Odyssey provides enough detail for us, as interpreters, to piece together a
coherent character under the proper name “Eurycleia”. To establish who she is in the
poem and what roles she fills, I first examine all her appearances in the poem and all
her interactions with the main characters of the family that rules Ithaca (Odysseus,
Penelope, and Telemachus) and with the other servants (“small people”) in the poem:
Eumaeus the swineherd, Eurynome Penelope’s chambermaid, and Melantho the
traitorous handmaid. Eurycleia is especially loyal to three generations of males in the
family and is dedicated to ensuring the reunion of Penelope and Odysseus — in part as
a foundation for her security. In the homecoming drama, she plays the critical role of
matchmaker who helps (re)unite the couple. Her first two attempts as matchmaker fail,
but in her final appearance the silent Eurycleia is Penelope’s unwitting accomplice in
tricking Odysseus into revealing his knowledge of the marriage bed he built and thus
his true identity. In my Epilogue, I offer seven potential stagings that spotlight Eurycleia,
including her final silent role, in which I imagine her starting to obey Penelope’s
command to move the unmovable bed to the hall.

Keyworps: The Odyssey; Eurycleia; wet nurse; loyal slave; confidante; matchmaker;
arbiter of justice

In his famous first chapter of Mimesis, Erich Auerbach describes the house-
keeper Eurycleia as having no life of her own, no feelings of her own: “she
has only the life and feelings of her master” (2003, 21). In fact, the opposite is
true. Despite limited appearances, Eurycleia has deep emotional connections
to Telemachus and Odysseus, and she plays an important role at critical, dra-
matic moments in their lives. Though a minor character — one of the “small
people” in the world of the text — she is multi-faceted and consequential.
Homer, as I shall call the poet-narrator, invites us to piece together a

' T would like to thank friends and colleagues for reading drafts of this paper and
discussing interpretive matters: Rosy Colombo (the editor of this monographic sec-
tion), Emanuel Stelzer (managing editor), Seth Schein, Richard Seltzer, Laura Slatkin,
Gregory Thalmann, and Susan Wiltshire. I am indebted to Grace Blaxill, undergraduate
Classics major at Yale University, for cheerful, efficient, and helpful library and editori-
al assistance. I quote throughout from Lattimore’s 1965 translation of the Odyssey, with
which I take occasional liberties for the sake of precision and modern idiom.

* University of Georgia - felsonnancy@gmail.com

© SKENE Journal of Theatre and Drama Studies 8:2 (2022), 9-32
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10 NaNcy FELsON

coherent personality for Eurycleia from the fragments dispersed in Books
1, 2, 4 and 14-23. All her appearances take place in the palace of Odysseus.
As their former nurse and nanny, she has loving relations with Telemachus
and (once she recognizes him in Book 19) with the stranger who turns out
to be Odysseus. Eurycleia is an indexical sign of the palace that she inhabits
and runs, which in turn stands, by synecdoche, for the entire oixog [house-
hold] of Odysseus.? Consequently, for Odysseus to regain control over the
oixog, he needs the full support and cooperation of his old nurse. Eurycleia.
He needs to be sure that she is in line with the hierarchic structure that
underlies his aristocratic way of life. Of course, she is already firmly on his
side. Like Athena, she doesn’t resist the patriarchal structure; she supports
it.The basic social unit of a royal or aristocratic oixog in Homeric society
consists of a male head, his family, and their dwelling place. It also includes
the farmland and herds, dependent workers, and slaves. All these, taken
together, plus stored up luxury goods (keynAia), constitute their wealth.?
These goods can be booty gained in war as tokens of excellence, goods hand-
ed down within the family, bride-price wealth (in exchange for daughters),
and gifts acquired in travels abroad as tokens of guest-friendship with the
elite of other communities. The non-elite characters attached to this oixog
- slaves and other dependents — are acquired in diverse ways: by purchase,
inheritance, gift exchange or as war booty. These male and female characters
supply the labor that supports the family’s leisured aristocratic way of life,
with its feasts and sacrifices, hospitality, and gift exchanges. As subordi-
nates, they depend on their master for sustenance and livelihood and for the
smooth running of the household, and the master and mistress depend on
their skills and expertise.*

Eurycleia, the nurse to two successive princes, Odysseus and Telema-
chus, now holds the keys to the palace and manages the staff of maidser-
vants whom she has trained. She is trusted for her judgment and knowledge
of what needs to be done and how. Though her title of tapin (housekeeper)’

> An indexical sign is based on contiguity between the sign-image and its ob-
ject, in contrast to an iconic sign, based on similarity. For an overview of semiotic
terms, see Felson 1983, “Introduction” and “Glossary,” with references.

3 Vernant (1965, 104-26), makes a fundamental distinction between inside (fe-
male) and outside (male): ke (< xeypon [to lie]) belong to the fixed space of
the house’s interior, while mpofata (things that move forward, flocks) belong to
the more fluid exterior,

4 For an excellent overview of the Homeric oikog, with extensive analysis of the
secondary literature and an understanding of the need to be mindful of coincidenc-
es and dissonances between the values and institutions of Homer’s world and of
our own, see Thalmann (1998, 49-107).

5 The term tayin, derived from tépve (cut), seems to refer to the one who divides



Eurycleia: The Odyssey ’s Best Supporting Character 11

is a general term shared by other maidservants, she is clearly in charge.
Though a slave herself, she operates at a higher level than the others, like
a member of the royal family, and she guides those under her as to how to
endure their own slavery (22.423: dovhocOvnv avéyecBar). Her interests are
those of her master, but she understands the work that needs to be done for
the household to run smoothly. She is intelligent,® an aristocrat by birth
who fell into servitude. In recognition of her aristocratic background, she
is known not just by her personal name, but also by the thrice mentioned
names of her father Ops and grandfather Peisenor (1.429, 2.347 and 20.148).
Her grandfather’s name may have aristocratic implications.

Orderliness and predictability in the palace are important to Eurycleia,
yet this oikog is virtually under siege. For more than three years, 108 unruly
suitors have undermined the household’s day-to-day routines and drained
its resources. Odysseus’ long absence provided the conditions for such disar-
ray.” Eurycleia does not have the authority to deny hospitality to the suitors,
nor is she able to control the behavior of all fifty handmaids who are sup-
posed to answer to her.

Odysseus, when he left for Troy, entrusted his entire oixog to his compan-
ion Mentor (2.225), who blames his fellow Ithacans for not restraining the
unruly suitors (2.229-41), but he cannot persuade these fellow townsmen to
intervene. In his parting words, Odysseus left the palace under the care of
Penelope (18.266). But twelve of the handmaids whom Penelope and Eury-
cleia supervise sleep with the suitors. Moreover, the suitors chafe under Pe-
nelope’s effort to control them. They claim that she sends messages to each,

up and distributes goods — a female servant’s task.

¢ Eurycleia shares Penelope’s epithet mepippwv (circumspect, thinking all
around) twice in the narrator’s description (19.491 and 20.134) and twice when a
character addresses her: Penelope at 19.357 and the swineherd Eumaius at 21.381.
Similarly, she shares one term with Odysseus: the narrator describes her as car-
ing for the storeroom “in the wisdom of her mind” (2.346: voov molvidpeinowv)
and Penelope calls her “very astute” (23.82: moA0idpw); five lines earlier, at
23.77, Eurycleia describes Odysseus as acting “in the great wisdom of his mind”
(roAvkepdinot vooro). For an overview of all references to Eurycleia’s intelligence
by the narrator and by characters, see Karydos (1998, 60-1).

7 The neglected hunting dog Argos signals the disarray of the oixog in the mas-
ter’s absence. Odysseus’ compliment to Penelope contradicts that state of affairs.
In a reverse gender simile, he compares her to a blameless and god-fearing king
whose land and flocks prosper under his good leadership, and whose people pros-
per (19.109-14). Here Odysseus uses the compliment as a strategic ploy to win fa-
vor, as when he compares Nausicaa to a goddess and to young palm tree he once
saw in Delos (6.149-69).

Penelope deflects his praise. She emphasizes the disarray: how the suitors wear her
house out and how she wastes away longing for Odysseus (19.124-36).
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giving each one hope. Antinous at 2.92 (addressing Telemachus) and Athena
at 13.381 (addressing Odysseus) add the phrase “while her mind is set on oth-
er things”® As proof that Penelope is deceiving them and has no intention to
remarry, suitors quote her request that they wait, though eager to marry her,
until she finishes weaving the shroud for Laertes. They then expose her de-
ceitful ploy of unraveling by night what she wove by day (2.96-102, 19.141-7,
24.131-7).° The fact that no one is willing or able to restore order in the oixog
in Odysseus’ absence leaves Eurycleia in an impossible situation.

Characters in Homeric epic do not unfold in an orderly, linear fashion.
Members of the audience (whether listening or reading) who are familiar
with the poetic tradition may reconstruct the stories and reorder their ele-
ments as the epic moves forward. In presenting Eurycleia, Homer includes
isolated and descriptive “character indicators”." The character’s proper name
enables the interpreter to construct that character from the assemblage of
textual elements. Dispersed as these are throughout the text, they can be as-
sembled into an illusion of fullness, as they must have been in Homer’s time
by members of his live audiences."

Constructing Eurycleia’s character from the scattered clues in the text

5 H8n yap tpitov éotiv Etog, Téya 8> el TéTaptov / € oD dtépPer Bupov évi
othBecow Axadv. / mhvtag pév p’ EATel kol OtioxeTar avdpl EkdoTw / ayyeliog
npoicioa, voog 8¢ ol dAha pevowvd (And now it is the third year, and will be the
fourth year presently, / since she has been denying the desires of the Achaeans. /
For she holds out hope to all, and makes promises to each man, / sending us mes-
sages, but her mind is intent on other things, 2.89-92). After Antinous blames Pe-
nelope for leading the suitors on, he quotes her, as she urged her suitors to be pa-
tient, though eager to marry, while she completed the weaving of Laertes’ shroud
(2.96-102). Penelope herself quotes these very words to the stranger (Odys-
seus) in the interview at the hearth (19.141-7), as does the shade of Amphimedon
in his complaint at 24.124-5, when he recounts the suitors’ version of the slaugh-
ter. Though Penelope at the interview omits the details of giving hope and send-
ing messages to each suitor, Athena confirms that detail at 13.379-81, though with-
out the quote. Penelope’s public words function almost like an edict, reproducible
in fixed, formulaic language.

* Telemachus makes the same complaint to Athena-Mentes: 1 §" o0t apveiton
otuyepdv yapov obte tedevtnv / moujoon dvvarar (“my mother does not refuse the
hateful marriage, nor is she able/ to make an end of the matter”, 1.249-50). What
motivates Penelope to give the suitors encouragement is never explained; in Felson
(1994) I suggest that she enjoys being much-wooed.

© On “character-indicators” see Rimmon-Kenan (1983, 59-70).

" This effect is enhanced if the proper name is delayed, as in the case of Odys-
seus, who is first named in Book 1, line 21, after his circumstances have been de-
scribed. My approach to character follows Bal (1987, 107-8) and Barthes (1974, 94);
cf. Felson (1994, 126-8).
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involves making sense of her psychologically in all her complexity. Narra-
tologically, it requires that we note her physical presence at critical events,
examine her impact on other characters as the plot advances, and capture
her focalization of events as they unfold.

Eurycleia has close ties to the male line of the Ithacan royal family. Her
connection began when Laertes, father of Odysseus, bought her from her
father for a price comparable to a bride-price. In a brief back-story situated
within her first appearance,'* we learn:

EvpOrdel’, "Qmog Buydrtnp [etonvopidoo

v ote Aaéptng mplato kTedTecoLy €oiot
pwOnPnv €T éodoav, éetkocdfora § Edwkev,
{oo 8¢ v xedvi) dAdYw Tiev év peydpoloLy,

eov) & o 1ot élikTo, xoAov & dhéetve yuvarkog
(1.429-33)

[She was the daughter of Ops the son of Peisenor, / and Laertes had pur-
chased her long ago with his own possessions / when she was still in her first
youth (npwBnpnv), and gave twenty oxen for her,”® / and he honored her in
his house as much as his own devoted / wife, but never slept with her, for fear
of his wife’s anger]

We do not know why Laertes paid such a high price for the young Eurycleia.
We can speculate that he was captivated by her beauty and that he expect-
ed to take her to bed. But Laertes declined to do so, instead, honoring the
wishes of his jealous wife, even though to sleep with a slave was an accepted
social practice." I speculate that Laertes made Eurycleia the nurse to his son
and heir as a way of honoring her for her sexual attractiveness and her high
birth without making her his bedmate. Although Homer does not expand
on Eurycleia’s subsequent relations with Anticleia, the complementarity of
their names is striking: “Widespread Glory” and “Opposed to Glory”.*®

We also do not know what motivated Ops to sell his daughter. Perhaps
she was secretly pregnant’® or had otherwise earned her father’s disapprov-

> On Homeric treatments of first appearances, see Race (1993).

1 Cf. Iliad 23.704-5, where a skilled slave-woman is worth four oxen.

4 The Ithacan lead family was unique in having a line of only sons. This un-
derscores Laertes’ decision not to sleep with a slave-woman, in fear of his wife’s
anger. Contrast the indifference to his wife’s feelings of Heracles, when he in-
troduces the captive Iole into their bedchamber in Sophocles, Trachiniae, and of
Agamemnon, when he brings Cassandra home as his war-prize in Aeschylus’ Ag-
amemnon. Pedrick (1994, 97-118) discusses these situational parallels.

5 On Eurycleia as a doublet for Anticleia, especially in the naming scene of
Book 19, see Murnaghan (1987, 40-1) and Peradotto (1990, 138).

¢ The fact that Eurycleia became the wet nurse of Odysseus implies that she
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al, or perhaps he had fallen on hard times and needed the payment to en-
hance his wealth.

When Odysseus was growing up, both his nurse and his mother acted
maternally toward Odysseus. Later, both suffered from his absence in the
Trojan War: Anticleia died of longing for him (11.202) and Eurycleia still
sorely laments his absence.

After Anticleia dies, the aged and despondent Laertes does not turn to
Eurycleia. He retires to the countryside and is looked after by an aged Sicil-
ian servant. Eurycleia remains at the palace and is dedicated to its protection
and perpetuation. But she still empathizes with her old master and wants
to protect him from further anxiety and grief. She urges Penelope not to
inform him about the suitors’ plot against his grandson, but instead to pray
to Athena (4.734-41 and 752-4).

When we first encounter Eurycleia, she is an old woman. Both Odysseus
and Telemachus still address her as “dear nurse” or “dear paio” (“good moth-
er”), and she still treats them both as if they were still children under her
care."” They talk to her lovingly, but, at times of urgency, they simply give
her orders, as her superiors, and expect her to obey. She expresses herself
freely to them, not holding back, trying to convince them to do what she
believes to be best. But when pressed, she loyally obeys their commands.

1. Eurycleia and Telemachus

Eurycleia is caring and maternal to Telemachus. They first appear together
at the end of Book 1, when Telemachus goes off to bed (1.424-44), soon after
Athena (in the guise of Mentes) has prompted him to search for his father.
His heart is troubled. Devoted Eurycleia, who of all the servants especially
would tend to him (435: giAéeoxe), having been his nurse since he was a little
boy, escorts him to his bedchamber off the courtyard and carries the flaring
torches. Once there, she folds his soft tunic and hangs it on a peg, treating
him like a child.

When Telemachus asks Eurycleia for help in preparing for his journey,
her ambivalence is evident. On the one hand, she is apprehensive about his
taking risks; on the other, she senses that it is time for him to come of age

had been pregnant, since a young virgin would not lactate.

7 When Eurycleia first recognizes Odysseus, she exclaims: 1§ péA’ ‘O8vsoeig
éool, @ilov Tékog: o0d¢ ¢ €yd ye / mplv Eyvev, TPV mAvVTO GVOKT EUOV
appopiocBon (“Then, dear child, you are really Odysseus. I did not know you
/ before; not until I had touched you all over”, 19.474-5). Then, shocked that he
would physically harm her, she cries out: tékvov éuov, moidv ce €mog @vyev €pkog
086vtwv. (“My child, what sort of word escaped your teeth’s barrier?”, 19.492).



Eurycleia: The Odyssey ’s Best Supporting Character 15

and act for himself. The two meet up near the storeroom e0ptv, 661 v|Tog
XPLooOg kol Yahkog €kelto / €00ng T €v xnlolow GAlg T €vddeg EAatov:
/ év 8¢ miBot oivolo maratod ndumoTolo / Ectacav, dkpnrov Belov TOTOV
évtog éxovteg (“where gold and bronze were lying piled, / and abundant
clothing in the bins, and fragrant olive oil, / and in it jars of wine, sweet to
drink, aged, / were standing, keeping the unmixed divine drink inside them”
2.338-41). The woman in charge of this storeroom is Eurycleia, who watched
over all this night and day with much shrewdness of mind (2.345-7)."® This
description of her role implies that she is protecting the wealth of the oixog
from the suitors and those who serve them. There Telemachus asks her, as
the one in charge, to supply him with provisions for his journey — sweet
wine in twelve handled jars with covers and twenty measures of the choice
of milled barley poured into leather bags. He will pick up the supplies in the
evening, after his mother goes to bed (2.349-58). Then he tells her his plan, to
go to Sparta and Pylos “to ask after my dear father’s homecoming, if I might
hear something” (2.359-60).

At first, wanting to keep him safe, Eurycleia cries out, bitterly lamenting,
and tries to persuade him to stay and guard his possessions. She asks him
why he, an only and beloved (&yamnntog) child, wishes to wander over much
land and suffer hardships on the barren wide sea (2.363-70). Telemachus’
determination overrides her qualms. Reassured that the plan was made with
a god’s will, she swears an oath not to inform his beloved mother of the trip
until the eleventh or twelfth day, or until she misses him herself or hears he
is absent. Then she prepares the provisions, as directed. And, when he boards
the ship, he tells his crew that only one serving woman knows the story.
That one is, of course, Eurycleia.

In a matching scene, Eurycleia is by far the first to see Telemachus when
he returns from the swineherd’s hut to the palace, having completed his
journey to the Peloponnesus and having escaped the suitors’ ambush. She
weeps with joy and the other maids surround Telemachus and kiss his head
and shoulders in loving welcome (17.31-5). Later, she will weep again when
she discovers that the stranger is her master (19.471-2) and the loyal maids
will kiss his head and shoulders after the slaughter (22.497-500)."

® This description by the narrator captures Telemachus’ focalization as he en-
ters the storeroom and sees the wealth. Cf. the awe that he and Peisistratus, son of
Nestor, experience when they see the glorious wealth at Menelaus’ palace (4.43-6),
which he compares to the court of Olympian Zeus (4.71-5).

9 I see “welcoming the returning hero” an epic “type-scene,” an arrival scene fo-
calized by the welcomers. (Other type-scenes describe visits, embassies, sacrifice,
dreams, boat and wagon journeys, arming and dressing, sleep, meetings, oaths, and
baths). A type-scene expresses a regular sequence of action in formulaic language.
It is an “oft repeated block of words and phrases arranged in a characteristic se-
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Eurycleia’s presence in critical scenes accentuates the parallels between
the life-stories of Odysseus and Telemachus. Her emotional engagement at
the departure and return of Telemachus and at the return of Odysseus mark
her as a “threshold” or “boundary figure”. In the case of Telemachus, she
sends the inexperienced youth off on his journey, equipped with what he
needs from the storeroom. Later, when he returns, she is the first to welcome
him to the palace. The pattern is not quite so marked for Odysseus when he
returns from Parnassus and from Troy.

There are parallels between Eurycleia and the loyal swineherd Eumae-
us, who is a generation younger than she. When Anticleia raised Eumaeus
in the palace alongside her daughter Ktimene (15.363), Eurycleia probably
would have played a role. As Eumaeus represents the care of Odysseus’ live-
stock, Eurycleia stands for the care of the palace itself. As Eumaeus func-
tions as a surrogate father for Telemachus, Eurycleia is his surrogate (“as
if”) mother, even though Penelope is present. For example, she is complicit
in Telemachus’ maturation journey (and thus keenly aware of his absence),
in sharp contrast to Penelope. Both servants ease Telemachus’ transition
from sheltered youth to adulthood. Both enable him even though both (like
all parents) might want to keep him in the “nest”, young and dependent on
them.®

2. Odysseus and Eurycleia

Eurycleia has had a similar intimacy with the young Odysseus. She raised
him from infancy to adulthood and still addresses him as “child”. She nursed
him at her breast (19.482-3) and played an active role in his naming. Just
after Anticleia had given birth to him, her father Autolycus paid a visit. The
young nurse laid the child she was holding on his grandfather’s knees and
said: AOTOAVK, adTOG VOV Ovop ebpeo Ottt ke Ofjot / Todog moudl Ppide:
noAvapntog 8¢ toi éotwv (“Autolycus, now find yourself that name you will
bestow / on your own child’s dear child, for you have prayed much to have

quence that describes a commonly occurring activity in Homer” (Finkelberg 2011,
905-7). On “type-scenes” in Homeric epic, see Finkelberg 2011, with citations to Ar-
end 1933, who introduced the term, and to Parry, Lord, Fenik 1968, and Edwards
1980, 1987: 72-4, and 1997, and others. The welcoming type-scene recurs at 23.203-4
when Penelope kisses Odysseus’” head and shoulders.

> Penelope, though present at the palace throughout Telemachus’ life-stag-
es, is less of a day-to-day presence than Eurycleia. She only notices her son’s ab-
sence when Medon the herald informs her of the suitors’ nefarious plot. Pedrick
(1994) makes the interesting point that Eurycleia and Penelope must occupy differ-
ent parts of the palace.
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him”, 19.403-4)."

In a break with tradition, Autolycus, prodded by Eurycleia, determines
what the name will be. Normally the father and mother chose the name
of their child. He tells Laertes and Anticleia: 1i0ec0’ 6vop’ OttL kev einew: /
ToALoIoY Yop €Y® Ye 0dvoahpevog 108 ikdvw, / Gvdpaoty o€ yovouiv ava
x06va tovAvPortepav: / 1@ & Odvoedg dvop’ éotw énmdvupov (“Give him the
name I tell you, the name Odysseus, he that is hated / he that brings trouble,
since I have come to this place hateful to and causing pain to (6dvcodpevog)
many,” women and men alike on the prospering earth”, 19.406-9).

Autolycus proposes the journey his grandson will make when he comes

of age:

OmmoOT Qv MPrjoag PnTp®iov ég péyo dSdOpa
ENON [Mopvnoovd, 601 o pot kTPt Eaot,
&V ol £y ddow xal pv yaipovt amomépfw.
(19.410-12)

[Then when he grows up ()frjcac), / and comes to the great house of his
mother’s line, and Parnassus, / where there are possessions that are called
mine, I will give him / freely of these to make him happy and send him back
to you.]

Eurycleia witnessed all this: the naming and the invitation to visit, with the
promise of a transfer of wealth. At these pivotal junctures, as at Odysseus’
return and “re-marriage” to Penelope, the dear nurse plays a role.

The narrative structure in which the naming ceremony is embedded is
three-layered. The outer layer is the frame story: Eurycleia, as she washes
the stranger’s feet, feels the scar (19.393) and recognizes that this is Odys-
seus.”? But her full reaction is deferred by the long flashback or analepsis
at the second layer, an account of the youth’s maturation journey where he
got that scar. Within that 53-line analepsis, at the third layer, is the story of
Autolycus’ choice of a name for Odysseus.

The scar (o0AN)v) is a visual image that Eurycleia and her master notice
or think of at almost the same moment. Odysseus, when he thought of it in
his heart (19.390 kat& Oupov dloaro), turned toward the shadows, lest the

 Eurycleia seems to be proposing the name IToAvé&pntog (“long prayed for”)
for the child, as if she were the mother. Polyaretus is a not uncommon Greek
name (Dimock 1995, 265n8). Normally, the parents would name their offspring.

2 Cf. Dimock (1995: vol.1, on 1.62) interprets 0dvcodpevog as “being hated” and
“bringing trouble to” For insightful studies of the active and passive aspects of
Odysseus’ name, see Dimock 1956 and Peradotto 1990.

» Eurycleia is the only one who recognizes Odysseus on her own, without his
first revealing himself, as he did to Telemachus.
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old nurse might recognize the scar as she handled it and expose his identity.
Going near her lord, Eurycleia immediately recognized the scar. The relative
pronoun “which” (trjv) is the gateway to the second level analepsis: trjv toté
pv o0g fAace Aevk® 0d6ovTL / Tlapvnoovd éABOVTa pet” ADTOALKOV Te Kol
viag (“which once the boar with his white tusk had inflicted / on him, when
he went to Parnassus, to Autolycus and his children”, 19.393-4).

The entire account of the journey to Mt. Parnassus and back, told by the
narrator, is focalized by Eurycleia, as de Jong argues. Handling the scar trig-
gers her memory of how the young Odysseus acquired that scar on a boar
hunt with his maternal uncles (de Jong, 1985, 393-466).

Odysseus’ maturation tale ends happily. When he returns to Ithaca, his par-
ents are the welcomers, though Eurycleia may be present in the background:

TOV pév ap’ ADTOALKOG Te Kol vigeg ADTOADKOLO
0 inodypevol 48 dylad ddpo mopdvTeg
KopTaAipwg yaipovra gilnv ég matpid émepmov
elg TOGKNV. TG pév po othp kol TOTVIC TN P
Xaipov vootrioovtt kol é€epéetvoy Ekaota,
oOAV &1L éBoL: O 8 &pa ooty D katédelev
&G v Onpevovt Elacev 60G Aevkd 08OVTL,
Mopvnoovd eéABOvTa bV vidoy AbToADKOLO.
(19.459-66)

[Autolycus and the sons of Autolycus, / healing him well and giving him
shining presents, sent him / speedily back rejoicing to his own beloved coun-
try / in Ithaca, and there his father and queenly mother / were glad in his
homecoming, and asked about all that had happened, / and how he came by
his wound, and he told well his story, / how in the hunt the boar with his
white tusk had wounded him / as he went up to Parnassus with the sons of
Autolycus.]

The long digression postpones the description of Eurycleia’s emotional out-
burst and Odysseus’ violent response. When the frame story resumes, the
old nurse recognizes the scar through her tactile familiarity with his body.
She lets go of his foot, causing the water basin to tip over. Then she reacts
with spontaneous pain and joy:

v & apo xappo kol &Ayog €le ppéva, To 8¢ ol dooe
Sakpuogt TANcBev, Bakepr) 8¢ ol Eoxeto pwv.
ayopévn 8¢ yeveiov Odvooija mpoocéelmev:

1 péA’ O8voceig oo, pilov Tékog: 00d¢ o Eyd ye
TPLV EYVOV, TPLV TEAVTO GAVOKT EPOV Ap@apiacdoL.
(19.471-5)

[Pain and joy seized her at once, and both eyes / filled with tears, and the
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blossoming voice (Bakepr) . . .pwvr)) was held within her. / She took the beard
of Odysseus in her hands and spoke to him: / “Then, dear child, you are really
Odysseus. I did not know you / before; not until I had touched my lord all
over.’]

Eurycleia turns her eyes toward Penelope, “wishing to indicate to her her
beloved husband’s presence”. She wants to share the good news with her
mistress and to point to the scar as proof.?* Odysseus intervenes. But Odys-
seus, forewarned by Agamemnon’s shade and by Athena that wives can be
treacherous, still wants to test Penelope. And he must not reveal his identity
too soon, since his plot to entrap and slaughter the suitors depends on secre-
cy and surprise. Thus, before Eurycleia can expose his identity to Penelope,
who is sitting nearby, or to any maidservants in the vicinity, Odysseus grabs
the nurse’s throat and pulls her to him. This is one of the rare occasions when
Odysseus loses his composure, as later when he thinks the marriage-bed has
been moved. His vehemence with his nurse foreshadows his state of mind
when he and his three allies slaughter the suitors and later, when he orders
the death of the disloyal handmaids. In his threat, he associates Eurycleia
with them, should she speak out and not keep silent:

poio, tin W E0éAelg 0Aéoon; oL 8¢ P ETpegeg adTh
Q) 66 el pol@: vOv § dhyea TOAAX poyroog
fAvbov eikootd Etel ¢ matpido yoiow.

aAN émel éppaobng kai ol Beog EuPale OLpd,
olyo, pf Tig T @AAog évi peydpolot tonToL.

O8e yap e€epéw, kal pnv tetehecpévoy Eota:

el X' U7t épot ye Beog Sapdomn pynotipog dyovoug,
008¢ TpoYod obong oed dpéEopat, OTTOT &v AANOG
SHWAG €V PEYAPOLOLY EHOTG KTELVOL YUVOIKOG.
(19.482-90)

[Nurse, why are you trying to kill me? You yourself suckled me / at your
breast; and now at last after suffering / much, I have come, in the twentieth
year, back to my own country. / But now that you have learned who I am,
and the god put it into / your mind, hush, let nobody else in the palace know
of it. / For so I tell you straight out, and it will be a thing accomplished. / If
you do, and by my hands the god beats down the arrogant / suitors, nurse of
mine though you are, I will not spare you / when I kill the rest of the serving
maids in my palace.]

Meanwhile, Athena helps Odysseus keep his identity secret. She causes Pe-

nelope to avert her eyes so she won’t see Eurycleia’s joyous surprise and Od-

4 This is Eurycleia’s first attempt to play matchmaker, as she tries to inform her
mistress of the stranger’s identity (19.386-93 and 467-94).
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ysseus’ violent reaction. This is a crucial and fully staged dramatic moment.

Eurycleia plays a minor but crucial role In Odysseus’ encounters with the
suitors. At 21.381-7, before Odysseus takes his turn at stringing his bow, Eu-
maeus orders circumspect Eurycleia to bar the double doors to the megaron
to prevent any suitors from escaping. He tells her to keep the handmaids in
the women’s quarters and to work in silence, ignoring whatever outcry they
might hear from the megaron.

After the slaughter, Eurycleia performs several tasks at Odysseus’ com-
mand. She identifies which handmaids are guilty and which ones are inno-
cent (22.419-29), information that she had earlier tried to share (19.495-502).
Then she summons the twelve disloyal ones and orders them to cleanse the
megaron of the gore of battle (22.479-501). She knows that they will soon be
led out into the courtyard to be executed. Next she brings her master the fire
and sulfur he needs to purify the megaron. And finally, she gets his permis-
sion to awaken Penelope and tell her of his return.

3. Eurycleia and Penelope (19.1-84)

In the world of Homer’s Odyssey, where servants are divided into two groups,
the loyal and the treacherous, Eurycleia, like the two loyal herdsmen, is un-
equivocally loyal. She is strongly committed to Telemachus’ safety and to
Odysseus’ reasserting his position in the household and the community. But
while she is attached to the royal family emotionally, she is also aware of the
risks she faces as an individual and of her dependency on the patrilineal suc-
cession for her personal security. The fact that she was purchased by Laertes
means that she is severed from her own family and her own community. In
several possible scenarios, she would likely lose her position of authority: if
Telemachus were to lose his inheritance, or if Odysseus were to be killed in
the battle, or if Penelope were to marry one of the suitors who could then be-
come &vaf of the oikog and Baciletg of Ithaca and the surrounding islands.

From the moment Eurycleia recognizes Odysseus by his boar-hunt scar
(19.467-8), she sees that her goals can be realized. She wants, first, to help
him restore order in the oikog (by eliminating the suitors and the guilty
handmaids). Second, she hopes to reunite him with her mistress.® For her
position as keeper of the palace to be secure, there must be harmony be-
tween the husband and the wife. Odysseus earlier articulated that principle
to the Phaeacian princess Nausicaa when he was wishing her a marriage
based on like-mindedness:

» Eumaeus too plays a mediating role when he negotiates a time and place for
Penelope and the disguised Odysseus to meet (17.542-88).
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ool 8¢ Beol Tdca doiev boa Ppesi oL PEVOLVAG,
&vSpa Te kol oikov, kai Opo@pocHVNV ddceLoy
€6OAV: 00 pév yap TOD ye KpEIGGOV Kol ApeELoV,

1) 60’ dpo@povéovte vorjuacLy oikov ExnTov

avnp 1d¢ yovi: TOAN GAyea duopevéeoot,
X&ppoto & eopevétnol, padota 8¢ T EkAvov anTol.
(6.180-5)

[nothing is better than this, more steadfast / than when two people, a man
and his wife, keep a harmonious / household (6pogpovéovte vorjpaciy otkov
gxnrov); a thing that brings much distress to / the people who hate them / and
pleasure to their well-wishers, and for them the best reputation.]

Eurycleia is forced to reconcile conflicting loyalties. Telemachus had forced
her to swear not to tell anyone, including his mother, of his journey. Keep-
ing these secrets from Penelope may strain their connection, but in both in-
stances, Eurycleia had no choice. Slaves in the patriarchal world of Homeric
ultimately have to align themselves with their master. Yet Eurycleia feels the
need to explain herself and to set things right with her mistress.

In Book 4, Penelope learns from Medon the herald that her son has gone
on a potentially dangerous trip without letting her know, and that now the
suitors are lying in wait to ambush him in the harbor. Eurycleia, using hy-
perbole, confesses that she knew of his trip all along:

Voo @iAn, o0 pév dp pe kotdkTave VAEL YOAKD
1) €ot €v peydpw: pobov 8¢ ToL ovK EMLKEDOW.

o€ £y tdde mhvta, mOpov 3¢ ol doo’ Exéleve,
oitov kol pébv 1dv: éped & €leto péyav Opkov

un) tpiv ool épéety, Tplv dwdekatnVv ye yevéaBor

1 6" adtny Tobécon kal dpoppundévtog dxodoat,
WG &v ur) KAalovoo Kot X poa KaAOv L&mtTyg.
(4.744-9)

[My dear bride, kill me then, with the pitiless bronze,” or else / let me be in
the halls. I will not hide the story from you. / I did know all these things, and
I gave him all that he asked for, / both bread and sweet wine, but he took a
great oath from me / never to tell you of it until it came to the twelfth day, / or

26 The hyperbolic expression “kill me” in Eurycleia’s second apology, as in her
earlier apology for not informing Penelope of Telemachus’ journey (4.743), has
rhetorical force as a threat that achieves its purpose. It presupposes the master’s
control over the bodies of his slaves, echoing the violent diction of Odysseus’s
threat at 19.489-9o. Though an integral part of the family, the slaves’ status is pre-
carious: they can be killed, should they displease their master — an aspect of the
social structure that the Odyssey plays down.
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until you might miss him yourself or hear he was absent, / so that you might
not ruin your lovely skin with weeping.]

Yet even in this scene the two use @iAn (“dear”) when they address one an-
other, indicating their family-like relationship.?”’

Once the suitors have been slaughtered and there is no need for secrecy,
Eurycleia tries to set things right with Penelope. Only then does she confess
that she saw the scar while washing the stranger’s feet and wanted to tell
her about it, eimépev: dAAG pe kelvog EAGV Eml paoTako Xepolv / ovK €
elmépevar oAvidpeinot voowo (“but he stopped my mouth with his hands,
would not / let me speak, for his mind sought every advantage”, 23.76-7).

These two instances of keeping important information from Penelope il-
lustrate the difficulty of Eurycleia’s position. It is impossible for her to keep
secrets for Telemachus and Odysseus and at the same time be truthful to
Penelope. This tension of loyalties points to a less than seamless harmony in
the oikog and the potential for tensions between genders. It comes after the
two women have kept the palace running for the twenty years of Odysseus’
absence. Interestingly, it is slaves who reflect and reveal this tension.?®

Meanwhile, after the slaughter of the suitors and the execution of the
treacherous handmaids and the disloyal goatherd Melanthus, Eurycleia
helps Odysseus get the palace back to order. The megaron where the slaugh-
ter took place is cleansed and purified. The loyal handmaids welcome Odys-
seus and he greets them warmly. Finally, after several requests, he grants his
dear nurse permission to awaken Penelope and inform her that he is home.

This leads to the richest and most revealing scene between Eurycleia
and Penelope (23.1-85), as Eurycleia tries to convince her mistress that the
stranger is indeed Odysseus. Laughing, she ascends to Penelope’s upper bed-
chamber. In the exchange that follows, they use tender, familiar forms of
address: Eurycleia calls Penelope ¢idov tékog (dear child) and ¢iAn vopepa
(dear bride), and Penelope calls Eurycleia poia ¢idn (dear good mother) and
TpoPOg eiln (dear nurse).”” The emotions that permeate this conversation
may be seen as a compressed version of how the two have related to one

27 See Table I-III in Karydos (1998, 59-63), which provide a thorough assemblage of
the Eurycleia scenes and of the forms of address between Eurycleia and members of
Odysseus’s family.

8 After the reunion, Eurycleia and Eurynome join forces as they make up the
marriage-bed (23.289-90). This joint action by a servant from Odysseus’s family
and a servant from Penelope’s symbolizes the reunion of husband and wife in their
richly symbolic marriage bed.

» Eurycleia uses the same forms of address with Telemachus and Odysseus, and
they with her; cf. Karydos (1998). When Eurycleia calls Penelope ¢iAn vipeo (dear
bride), she reveals that she is thinking of her as she was when she married Odysseus.
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another during Odysseus’ long absence.

The question of whether Odysseus will return was resolved at the Coun-
cil on Olympus in Book 1. Now the question for Penelope is whether the
stranger is in fact Odysseus, or an imposter, human or divine. Penelope
wants a guarantee that he is the real Odysseus, her Odysseus, the one she
has remembered all these years. Audiences know, of course, that Eurycleia’s
report is accurate; their narrative desire is for Penelope to believe Eurycleia’s
words. Eurycleia thinks that the problems are all over. The stranger is clear-
ly Odysseus (not just a matter of identity but also of prowess: no one else
could have accomplished such feats against such odds).

After the nurse delivers her simple message, Penelope at first expresses
disbelief. She accuses Eurycleia of being mad and of insulting her. In a veiled
threat, she tells her that only her age has saved her from repercussions. Eu-
rycleia replies that she is not insulting her mistress, and she reiterates that
Odysseus is indeed in the house: “He is that stranger-guest, whom all in the
house were abusing”. Now Penelope responds as Eurycleia had hoped and
expected: she springs up from the bed in her joy and embraces the old wom-
an, her eyes streaming tears (23.32-34). Then the dear nurse gives a synopsis
of what she ear- and eye-witnessed, stressing how Penelope would have
been cheered to see Odysseus triumphant:

otk 18ov, 00 TLOUNVY, EALKX GTOHVOV OloV dKovoa
KTEWOHEV@V: TIHELG 8¢ puY D BoAdp®VY eDTTHKTWVY
Hue® drolopeva, cavideg & #yov ed dpapuial,
npiv ¥’ dte O1) pe 00g vidg Ao peydpoto kéhecoe
TnAéporyog: TOV yap pa Tathp TPonke KOAEGTOLL.
ebpov Emert’ OdvoTjo petdt KTopévolot vEKLGoLY
£0tad0’: ol 8¢ v dpgt, kpartainedov o0dag Exovteg,
Kelat € GAARAoloy: idobad ke Bupov iavong.
vOv & ol pév On mhvteg € adAeinot O0pnow
abpoot, abTap 0 ddpo Beglodtal mepIKaAAEC,

TTOP pEYX KNOWEVOG: GE OE e TTPOENKE KAAETTOL.
(23. 40-51)

(I did not see, I was not told, but I heard the outcry / of them being killed; we, hid-
den away in the strong built storerooms, / sat there terrified, and the closed doors
held us prisoner, / until from inside the great hall your son Telemachus / sum-
moned me, because his father told him to do it. / There I found Odysseus standing
among the dead men / he had killed, and they covered the hardened earth, lying
/ piled on each other around him. You would have been cheered to see him, /
spattered over with gore and battle filth, like a lion. / Now they lie all together,
by the doors of the courtyard, / while he is burning a great fire, and cleaning the
beautiful / house with brimstone. He has sent me on to summon you.]
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Eurycleia mentions the outcry that she herself heard from the storeroom and
what she saw once she entered the megaron. But she does not describe her
cry of celebration nor Odysseus’ response (22.401-16). And she stops short
of telling Penelope about her role as Odysseus’ helper (22.420-34 and 480-
501).* Her assertion, “You would have warmed your Oupdg seeing . . ”, shows
a character-narrator representing the focalization of her interlocutor whom
she thereby transports vicariously to the scene in question, where Penelope
herself would see Odysseus befouled with blood and the corpses lying atop
one another. She uses such vivid detail, hoping to convince Penelope that
she is telling the truth.*

But Penelope suddenly pulls back and denies the revelation. She offers
her own brief explanation for the slaughter. Her self-protective denial is
reminiscent of her reaction in Book 19, when she heard the stranger’s inter-
pretation of her dream of the geese and the eagle.

By the end of the scene Penelope knows it is her husband: the narra-
tor-focalizer gives us a glimpse of her private thoughts when he describes
her descending the stairs to the megaron and debating how to greet “her
husband” (23.86). But Penelope still needs to test him, to find out if he has
been changed by war and twenty years of absence or if this is still the man
she married.

Penelope’s final test of Odysseus’ identity and character — the ruse of
the marriage-bed - involves Eurycleia as a silent character and unwitting
helper. Eurycleia is present when Odysseus comes from the bath and, look-
ing like an immortal, rejoins Penelope in the megaron and sits opposite her.
He complains of her stubborn heart and orders Eurycleia to make up a bed.
Penelope replies. “I know very well what you looked like / when you went
in the ship with the sweeping oars, from Ithaca”, Then she issues her own
order, refining his:

QAN Gye ol otOpecov mukvov Aéxog, EvplkAeLa,
€KTOG EDoTaBE0g Barhdpov, TOV P’ adtog Emoiet:
évBo ol éxOeloon TuKLVOV Aéxog EpPaAeT eOVRv,
KOeo Kol yAaivag kol prjyea oryahdeva.
(23.177-80)

[Come then, Eurycleia, and make up a firm bed for him / outside the well-fash-
ioned chamber: that very bed that he himself / built. Put the firm bed here

% After the slaughter, Eurycleia plays her part by separate the guilty from the
innocent handmaidens, summoning the wicked ones, bringing Odysseus sulfur to
purify the halls, summoning the 38 loyal handmadens, and informing Penelope.

3 Two lines in Eurycleia’s account to Penelope of what she found when she en-
tered the megaron match two in the narrator’s description: 23.45 = 22.401 and 23.48
= 22 402 (some editors omit 23.48).
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outside for him, and cover it / over with fleeces and blankets and with shining
coverlets.]

Eurycleia, who is not privy to the secret of the construction of the mar-
riage bed, is silent. But we can imagine moving toward the bedchamber as
she starts to obey this command. Her hopes, that Penelope would joyfully
embrace Odysseus, and the story would have a fairy-tale ending, have been
dashed. They will sleep in separate rooms, in separate beds. She will have to
move the marriage-bed out of the bedchamber as she makes it up. Eurynome
would have known it was immovable, that it was constructed from a tree
trunk still anchored to the ground. Presumably, she would have balked at
such a command.

Hearing those words (and perhaps seeing Eurycleia’s innocent reaction),
Odysseus explodes with anger and interrupts any action Eurycleia might
have begun to take. Deeply shaken, he describes how he himself made the
bed from an olive tree and used the trunk as a bedpost (23.189-201). He con-
cludes:

o0t ToL T08e ofjpa mpadokopa: 008E TL olda,

1 pou ¥t Eumedov éott, yovou, Aéyoc, Bé Tig fdn
avdpdv &Aoot Ofjke, Top®dV D1to TUOPEV Elating.
(23.202-4)

[There is its character, as I tell you; but I do not know now, / dear lady, wheth-
er my bed is still in place, or if some man / has cut underneath the stump of
the olive and moved it elsewhere.]

At this, Penelope’s thig & adtod AOTO yoOvata kol @ilov ftop, / orpar
avayvovor T ol éumeda méppad Odvooeic: / dakpvoaca & Enert’ iB0g
Spapev, appi 8¢ xeipag / deipf) PAAN OdvoTii, kapn & ékvo’ (“knees and the
heart within her went slack,/ as she recognized the clear proofs that Odys-
seus had given; / but then she burst into tears and ran straight to him, throw-
ing / her arms around the neck of Odysseus, and kissed his head”, 2.205-9).*

4. Epilogue: Eurycleia on Stage

Here I consider seven examples of how Eurycleia might be portrayed on the
stage. As the wide range of possibilities illustrates, and contrary to Auer-
bach’s assertion, she does have a life of her own and feelings of her own. She
is much more complex than the typical supporting character.

32 On the symbolism of the marriage-bed, see the excellent essay by Zeitlin
(1996, 117-52).
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1. One could stage a soliloquy in which Eurycleia gives her account of
dealing with the 108 unwelcome guests and the twelve disobedient handmaids
for over three years. Like the shade of the suitor Amphimedon in Book 24,*
she could recount her own version of the return of Odysseus, based on what
she knew and when she knew it. She could include her private speculation
on whether (and if so, when) Penelope guessed the identity of the stranger
before she trapped him into self-revelation with her marriage-bed lie. She
might exaggerate her own role in the reunion, taking credit for reuniting the
couple and thereby stabilizing the household. And she might conclude the
soliloquy by articulating what kind of future she expects: would Odysseus
reward her for her loyalty, as he promises to the loyal herdsmen? And if he
leaves for an extended period on his journey inland, according to Tiresias’
prophecy, will she even be among the living at his final return?

2. One could stage a conversation among Eurycleia, the handmaids, and
other dependents of the royal family. Such a scene might address the ser-
vant-master relationships and the status hierarchy among servants, as among
servants in such television series as “Downton Abbey” and “Upstairs Down-
stairs” In the series, they are employees, not slaves; but some of them strive
for a better lot in life. Often their narratives intersect meaningfully with the
lives of their superiors; at other times, they have stories all their own, as part
of a community with its own hierarchies and emotional upheavals.

For example, Eurycleia and Eumaeus might talk about the behavior of
servants when their masters are away. The scene could build on Eumaeus’
comments on slavery and the life of a slave. For example, in explaining to
the stranger why Odysseus’ dog, Argos, is in such a sorry state, Eumaeus
generalizes about the impact of slavery on the virtue (&petn) of the servants:

Spudeg &, e0T &v UNKET EMKPATEDGIY EVOKTEG,
oUKET Emert’ €0éAovoy évaiopa épydlecbo:
fHLOL YOp T &peThG aoaivuTon eDpLOTL Zevg
dvépog, 0T &v puv xord SovAov Apap EAnowy.
(17.320-3)

[His [Argos’] master, far from his country, / has perished, and the women are
careless, and do not look after him; / and serving men, when their masters
are no longer about, to make them / work, are no longer willing to do their
rightful duties. / For Zeus of the wide brows takes away one half of the virtue
/ from a man, once the day of slavery closes upon him.]

33 From the perspective of the slain suitor, Amphimedon, when he tells Agam-
emnon’s shade how Odysseus returned and slaughter them in his halls (24.121-90),
Penelope participated actively in the vengeance plot. She recognized Odysseus ear-
ly on and helped plan their demise.
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Eurycleia could engage with Eumaeus about the plight of slaves in general,
and of privileged slaves in Odysseus’ household. She could defend herself
against his generalization about what slaves do in their master’s absence.
And if she overheard Eumaeus using the neglect of Argos as a metaphor
for the disarray of the household, with its implication that she might be re-
sponsible, she might respond by blaming the bad character and suitors and
disloyal servants.

In addition, Eurycleia could comment on Eumaeus’ great expectations
when he speculates on what his master would have done for him, if he had
grown old in Ithaca (14.63-7). Would she anticipate comparable perks, com-
parable rewards for loyalty?

Finally, a fictionalized, staged Eurycleia and a fictionalized, staged Eu-
maeus might discuss the economic aspects of slavery, or the issue of looking
out for yourself, if you are the property of another. Would she ever pur-
chase a slave of her own, as Eumaeus once did, when he bought Mesaulius
from the Taphians with his own possessions, when aged Laertes was away
(14.449-53)? Has she too stored up wealth of her own?

3. Another scene could pit Eurycleia against Eurynome (Actoris, daugh-
ter of Actor). This servant, as Penelope reminds Odysseus, used to guard
their bedchamber. She alone of the servants knows the secret construction
of the marriage bed (23.225-9).** She came to Ithaca with Penelope at the
time of her marriage to Odysseus and seems to be her mistress’ confidante.
Perhaps she was Penelope’s nurse in Icarus’ oikog. She is more aligned with
Penelope, in contrast to Eurycleia, who is aligned with Odysseus. Eurynome
might explain why she encouraged Penelope to remarry, épxev, émel kdkiov
mevOnpevot dicpirov adel. / §dn pév yap ol maig tnAikog, Ov o paAioto /
Npd abavartolot yeverrjoavta idécbon (“now that your son is come of age,
and you know you always / prayed the immortals, beyond all else, to see
him bearded”, 18.174-6). And Eurycleia, out of allegiance to her master, even
in his absence, and also out of self-interest, would want her mistress to con-
tinue to delay. Both servants would know of her ruse of the loom and un-
derstand it as a delaying tactic. They may even know which of the maidser-
vants betrayed her trick to the suitors. They would probably have different
takes on Penelope’s motives for encouraging individual suitors. Was either
of them a carrier of her secret messages to the suitors?

4. Another soliloquy could feature the blatantly disloyal handmaid Mel-
antho, daughter of the loyal slave Dolius and sister of the insolent and

3 Phaeacian servants have a similar division of labor. Nausicaa’s nurse, Eury-
medousa (“Wise Counselor”), is “mistress of the chamber” (Badapnmdérog) for the
virgin princess (7.7-13). The Oalopunmérog Eurynome attends Penelope (23.291-5);
we don’t know if she was once her nurse.
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treacherous goatherd Melanthius. Though Penelope reared her from girl-
hood, cared for her like a daughter, and cheered her with gifts, Melantho
betrayed Penelope by regularly sleeping with one of the leading suitors, Eu-
rymachus. She is also the most likely informer on Penelope for her trickery
with the loom.*

Melantho might justify her actions and plead for leniency before the bru-
tal hanging in the courtyard. Or, afterwards as a shade, she could bitterly
complain about the cruelty of Odysseus and Telemachus.

As an alternative, Eurycleia and Eurynome might join Melantho onstage
to rebut her self-defense. Such a scene could draw on the language that Pe-
nelope and Odysseus used when chiding the young handmaid for her rude
behavior (18.338-9,19.81-8, and 90-5).

Melantho’s defense could echo the language in Margaret Atwood’s Penel-
opiad, where the shades of the disloyal maidservants express their outrage at
the severity of their punishment. Melantho’s attitude toward her lot in life
and toward Penelope (though based on little in the text itself) could make
compelling theater.

5. The scene of Eurycleia’s discovery of her master’s identity when she
washes the feet of the stranger could be staged with no changes. The text
sets out the scene in great detail. Penelope would be seated at an angle and
at a distance so that Athena’s can distract her, so she doesn’t witness the
dramatic encounter between Odysseus and his nurse.

6. One could stage the dialogue between Eurycleia and Penelope at the
beginning of Book 23 (lines 1-84) in the upper bedchamber. Penelope ris-
es from the bed, irritable at being awakened by Eurycleia, who had simply
wanted to share her good news. Penelope resists at first but, after Eury-
cleia’s vivid description of what she heard and saw, she melts and embraces
the dear nurse. Then, abruptly, she pulls back, regaining her reserve. Finally,
she decides to go to see her son and to look upon the scene of the slaughter.
She no longer doubts that the stranger — who killed the suitors — is her hus-
band: the narrator describes her heart as “pondering much, whether to keep
away and question her dear husband, / or to go up to him and kiss his head
and take his hands” (23.85-7). This line sets forth her private thoughts. But
once she steps over the threshold of the megaron, she sits apart from him,
silent, still needing to test him in her own way.

Eurycleia would be on stage, watching, waiting, hoping her mistress
would not remain hard-hearted.

7. Staging the marriage-bed scene would shine a spotlight on Eurycleia’s
silent but crucial role. This is her last appearance in the poem. Eurycleia is
present when Odysseus comes from the bath and, looking like an immortal,

55 Cf. Winkler (1990, 149-50) on Melantho’s betrayal.
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sits opposite Penelope in the megaron. She refutes his complaint, that her
heart is stubborn. Then she springs her trap. She turns to the nurse and, as
already seen, says:

QAN Gye ol otOpecov mukvov Aéxog, EvplkAeLa,
€KTOG EDoToBE0g Borhdpov, TOV P’ adtog Emoiet:
gvBo ol éxOeloon TuKLVOV Aéxog EpPaAeT €OV,
KOeo Kol yAaivag kol prjyea oryahdeva.
(23.177-80)

[Come then, Eurycleia, and make up a firm bed for him / outside the well-fash-
ioned chamber: that very bed that he himself / built. Put the firm bed here
outside for him, and cover it / over with fleeces and blankets, and with shin-
ing coverlets.]

Because she knows nothing of the secret construction of the marriage bed,
Eurycleia starts to obey this command, as if moving the bed would be a
simple matter (Eurynome would have known it was immovable, that it was
constructed from a tree trunk still anchored to the ground).

Odysseus’ angry outburst stops Eurycleia in her tracks. With passion, he
describes how he himself made the bed from an olive tree and used the trunk
as a bedpost (23.183-204) and concludes:

oltw Tol T68¢ ofipo mpadokopal: 008 Ti 0ida,
f] pot ¥ Bpmedov doti, yOvau, Aéyoc, fé Tic fidn
avdpav dAhooe Ofjke, Top®dv Bito TLOPEV” Elaing.

(23.202-4)

[There is its character, as I tell you; but I do not know now, / dear lady, wheth-
er my bed is still in place, or if some man / has cut underneath the stump of
the olive and moved it elsewhere.]

This scene could call attention to Eurycleia’s body language. Her ignorance
of the nature of the marriage bed means she acts naturally, without hes-
itation. Her gestures and facial expressions authenticate Penelope’s trick,
allowing Odysseus to leap to the wrong conclusions. She became Penelo-
pe’s unwitting accomplice. Caught off guard, Odysseus reveals his intimate
knowledge of the secret the couple shared, in all its symbolic force. This leads
Penelope to embrace him as her husband (23.205-8). At this point, Eurycleia
witnesses what she had long hoped for and what she had twice before tried
to make happen. Unwittingly and silently, she fulfills the role of matchmak-
er. With the husband and wife in harmony, the future of the royal family and
their otkog (including all the dependents) is secure, at least for now.
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The Nurse from Narrative to Drama:
Euripides and the Tragic Deviations of an
Ancient Anthropological Figure

Abstract

The essay investigates some figures of nurses in Greek tragedy, highlighting their
difference in order to elicit the transformations required by the dramatic reshaping
of the ancient folkloric and epic figure of the character. Starting from Eurycleia, the
archetypical figure of the nurse in the Odyssey, the study first focuses on Cilissa,
the nurse of Orestes in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers, then analyzes the very differ-
ent Euripidean figures of Medea’s Nurse, of Phaedra’s Nurse in Hippolytus and of
Hermione’s Nurse in Andromache, highlighting their noble or high origin in contrast
with a conventional line of study that classifies them among the humble characters of
tragedy. Minor though not humble characters, the tragic nurses interpret from time
to time the strong distinctive features of the Homeric Eurycleia: a good substitute
mother is Cilissa, in conflict with the bad natural mother of Orestes in Aeschylus; the
critical intelligence, almost a dramatic split of the protagonist, is the dominant trait of
Medea’s nurse; the self-denial of unrequited maternal love connotes Phaedra’s nurse;
the ambivalence bordering on servile duplicity distinguishes Hermione’s nurse. In-
troducing into tragedy now the language of feelings and bodies, now the voice of the
shared and collective ethos in contrast with the passions of the main characters, the
Nurses incarnate in the great texts the feminine dimension and, better than the Peda-
gogues, recall the common feeling with its principles and its gnomai, often overcome
or transgressed for political reasons.

KeywoRrps: humble characters vs minor ones; body language; critical intelligence;
Homer; Aeschylus; Euripides

1. In the Beginning There Was Eurycleia, the Bride Manquée

We all know Eurycleia. She has been in our imagination and repertoire of ancient
female figures since school days. Then we met her again as an incipitary figure in
Erich Auerbach’s famous introductory essay in Mimesis devoted to the compari-
son between Odysseus’ recognition scene in Book 19 of the Odyssey — the arche-
typical scene of Western realism, according to Auerbach — and the biblical scene
of the sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22.1-18 — the latter a paradigm of the symbolic
tale for Auerbach, not built on realistic details and not aimed at reality, but at

* University of Pavia - annabelt@unipv.it

© SKENE Journal of Theatre and Drama Studies 8:2 (2022), 33-56
http://www.skenejournal.skeneproject.it



34 ANNA BELTRAMETTI

truth (1956, 3-29). For us, Eurycleia is still the emblematic figure of that recogni-
tion scene, originating in a mark on the body, in the scar that her hero received
as a teenager during a boar hunt and marked the beginning of his heroic path. A
connection based on a deep and long-standing physical intimacy, on a shared be-
longing rooted in the senses and in the immediate perception of the resemblance
of the bodies and the voice, on skin contact, on the memory of nourishment given
and received. It is a newly rediscovered bond which blocks Eurycleia’s speech, an
emotion which only emerges through body language and which the old nurse
shares only with the old dog Argos. Eurycleia becomes paralysed — she lets Od-
ysseus’ foot fall into the basin — and Argos lets himself go — wagging his tail and
lowering his ears, reassured and happy that he has found his master again.

QG ol pév TolodTo TPOG AAAAOLG ALyOpELOV-

av 8¢ KOV KePaAV Te kal obarta keipevog Eoxev,
Apyoc, Odvooijog talacippovog, Ov pd ot adTdg
BpéPe pév, 008 amdvnro, tdpog & eig Thov iprv
GxeTo. TOV 3¢ mhpoBev dyiveskov véol vdpeg
atyag 41 ypotépag §8E mpoxkag §8E Aorywoig:
O TOTe KEIT AdPeoTOG ATTOLYOHEVOLO AVOKTOG,
€V TOAAT] KOTIPW, 1] ol mtpomtdpotBe Bupdwv
NHLOVOV Te BodVv Te GALg KEXLT, Opp’ Gv dyolev
Spideg Odvo 610G TEUEVOS PEYXL KOTIPTCOVTES:
gvha KOwV KeT Apyog, EVITAELOC KLVOPALOTEWV.
&1 tote ¥, g évonoev Odvooéa £yydg é6vTa,
o0pN pév P’ O Y Eonve kal obata k&fParev Gupw,
docov & o0kéT Emetta Suvcato olo &vakTog
ENDépeV-

(17.290-304)

[Thus they spoke to one another. And a dog that lay there raised his head
and pricked up his ears, Argus, steadfast Odysseus’ dog, whom of old he had
himself bred, but had no joy of him, for before that he went to sacred Ilium.
In days past the young men were accustomed to take the dog to hunt the
wild goats, and deers, and hares; but now he lay neglected, his master gone,
in the deep dung of mules and cattle, which lay in heaps before the doors, till
the slaves of Odysseus should take it away to manure his wide lands. There
lay the dog Argus, full of dog ticks. But now, when he became aware that
Odysseus was near, he wagged his tail and dropped both ears, but nearer to
his master he had no longer strength to move.]*

AN Gye vOv avotaoa, mepigpwv EvpOieia,
viyov ooio Gvaktog opfiAke: kol ov Odvooede
i1 to166d’ ¢aTi TOdag ToLdGde TE YEIPAG:

' All quotations from The Odyssey refer to Homer 1995.
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ol yorp £v kokdTNTL BPoTol KatoynpdokouotLy.
QG &p’ €@, YpNUG 8¢ KaTéoXETO XEPOL TPOOoWTQ,
daxpua & éxPale Oeppd, €mog & dAoQLIVOV EeLmev-

&) o€ mOdag viYw dpa T avtig Invelomeing
Kol 0é0ev elver’, émel pot Opwpetat Evdobi Bupog
kfdeowv. AN Gye vOv Evviel €mog, OtTL Kev elnw:
stoAAot 81 Eetvol takauteiplot EvB&d’ Tkovro,

> E) o ’ ’ > ’ k4 > ’

QAN 0D 7o TIvd et éoukota wde 18écBo

&g ob dépag ewvny te todag T Odvof éotkac.

QG &p’ Epn, YpNUG 8¢ AéPNO” EAe mappavowvTa
00 odag eEamévilev, BOwp & EvexebaTo TOLAD
Yuxpov, Emerta 8¢ Beppov énrjpuoev

vile 8 &p’ docov iodoo dvoy® £6v- adTike & Eyve

O0OAV, TV TTOTé piv oG fAace Aevk 636VTL

opvnoovd EA06vTa pet” ADTOAVKOV Te Kol Liag,

UNTPOG €NG atep’ E6OAOV

(19.357-95)

[“Come now, wise Eurycleia, arise and wash the feet of your master’s age-
mate. Just such as his are now no doubt the feet of Odysseus, and such his
hands, for quickly do men grow old in evil fortune” So she spoke, and the
old woman hid her face in her hands, and let fall hot tears, uttering words
of lamentation . . . “Therefore I will wash your feet both for Penelope’s own
sake and for yours, for the heart within me is stirred with sorrow. But come
now, hear the word that I shall speak. Many sore-tried strangers have come
here, but I declare that never yet have I seen any man so like another as you
in form, and in voice, and in feet are like Odysseus.” . . . So he spoke, and the
old woman took the shining cauldron from which she was about to wash his
feet, and poured in cold water in plenty, and then added the hot . . . So she
drew near and began to wash her lord; at once she recognized the scar of the
wound which long ago a boar had dealt him with his white tusk, when Od-
ysseus had gone to Parnassus to visit Autolycus, his mother’s noble father.]
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(19.443-67)

[This scar the old woman, when she had taken his leg in the flat of her hands,
remembered when she felt it, and she let his leg fall. Into the basin his lower
leg fell, and the bronze rang. It tipped over, and the water was spilled on
the ground. Then upon her heart came joy and grief at the same moment,
and her eyes were filled with tears and her voice caught in her throat. She
touched the chin of Odysseus, and said: “Surely you are Odysseus, dear child,
and I did not know you, until I had handled all the body of my master”. She
spoke, and with her eyes looked toward Penelope, wanting to show her that
her dear husband was at home. But Penelope could not meet her glance nor
understand, for Athene had turned her thoughts aside. But Odysseus, feeling
for the woman’s throat, seized it with his right hand, and with the other drew
her closer to him, and said: “Mother, why will you destroy me? You yourself
nursed me at this your own breast.]

But Eurycleia does not inhabit that famous recognition scene only. Her char-
acter appears throughout the whole poem - she shows up in Book 1, 2, 4,
17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23 — and, when she acts, she is crucial for determining the
events in the palace as well as the plot. Eurycleia, rather than Penelope, is
the confidant and accomplice of young Telemachus: she keeps the secret of
his journey to find his father and helps him get started, she warns him that
the suitors will steal his wealth in his absence, she prepares the gifts of wine
and cheese for the hosts who will receive him (Od. 2.337-412); she is the first
to welcome him on his return (Od. 17.31-5). She provides the young prince of
Ithaca with the same care and affection she had devoted to her first prince,
the new-born baby whom she had welcomed in her arms when she was
young (Od. 19.354-5) and whom she had placed on the knees of Autolycus,
who had come to Ithaca just after his birth to give him a name and mark his
identity (Od. 19.399-412).” Since before Odysseus’ birth up until his return,

> Euryclea’s act of placing the child on the knees of his maternal grandfather for the
imposition of the name - in the name of his nephew, O8vcetc, the grandfather asks for
the perpetuation of the hatred, 6dvccapévog, he feels for many men and women - has
no parallel in Greek literature. The nurse’s act, however, recalls the ritual of Amphidro-
mia, attested at Athens (cf. Plato, Theaetetus 160 E), in which the father, preceded by
two nurses, quickly leads the newborn around the domestic fireplace, hestia, and inte-
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after ten years at war and ten years of endless travels, she has remained an
integral part of the house that she knows and supervises, the house she had
entered with the honour due to a young bride, bought by Laertes for the
price of twenty oxen, according to the traditional rule of bridal gifts (hedna)’
given by the bridegroom to the bride’s father or tutor.
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(1.425-44)

[But Telemachus, where his chamber was built in the beautiful court, high, in
a place with a surrounding view, there he went to his bed, pondering many
things in his mind; and with him, bearing blazing torches, went true-hearted
Eurycleia, daughter of Ops, son of Peisenor. Her long ago Laertes had bought

grates him into the household, giving him a name and a social identity. Eurycleia’s as-
sumption of Odysseus’ social recognition, a role historically entrusted to the father,
confirms the nurse’s privileged relationship with the father of the child, who choos-
es her and immediately gives her the new-born, as specified also by Cilissa, Orestes’
nurse, in Libation-Bearers, 762. On the Amphidromia ceremony, see Burkert 2003, 464-
5.

3 The Chorus of the Oceanids refers to the é¢5va offered by the bridegroom in order
to win the bride in Aeschylus’ Prometheus 559. The word recurs several times in Euripi-
des’ Andromache and always means an exchange of marriage gifts (2, 153, 873), though
here in the sense of a female dowry given by fathers to the bridegrooms’ families on
the occasion of Andromache’s wedding with Hector and Hermione’s wedding with
Neoptolemus.
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with his wealth, when she was in her first youth, and gave for her the price of
twenty oxen; and he honored her even as he honored his faithful wife in his
halls, but he never lay with her in love, for he avoided the wrath of his wife.
She it was who bore for Telemachus the blazing torches; for she of all the hand-
maids loved him most, and had nursed him when he was a child. He opened
the doors of the well-built chamber, sat down on the bed, and took off his soft
tunic and laid it in the wise old woman’s hands. And she folded and smoothed
the tunic and hung it on a peg beside the corded bedstead, and then went forth
from the chamber, drawing the door to by its silver handle, and driving the bolt
home with the thong. So there, the night through, wrapped in a fleece of wool,
he pondered in his mind the journey that Athene had shown him.]

In the poem which survives, in a scene of the first book no less accurate
and no less rich in realistic details than the more famous recognition scene,
Eurycleia is already there to set the story in motion with her noble name
suggesting ‘wide fame’, as a strong and distinctive presence in Ithaca’s pal-
ace. The bard specifies her origins and social status, mentioning the name of
her father and that of the father of her father. Although she plays a servile
role in the palace, Eurycleia is introduced by the narrator not as a slave
but as a chosen bride and a bride manquée: Laertes does not share his bed
with her, but he entrusts her with the task of feeding and caring for the
new-born, choosing her as a surrogate, symbolic mother to the future lord
of Tthaca.* Moreover, in her constant role as a mother, a crucial figure for
the transmission of power from father to son in theogonic myths® and for
legitimacy in aristocratic societies, Eurycleia participates in the decisions,
conflicts and preparations for Odysseus’ revenge, taking care, when the deed
has been done, to inform Penelope, who is excluded from the knowledge of
the plot. It is she who comforts Penelope about her son’s secret voyage in
search of his father; it is she who urges Penelope to spare old Laertes the
news of Telemachus’ absence and thus an additional grief (Od. 4.742-57); it
is she who announces to Penelope the return of her husband (Od. 23.1-84),
though only after sharing and supporting Odysseus’ plan to exterminate the
suitors and kill the unfaithful maids (Od. 19.485-502) after closing, according
to Telemachus’ order, the doors leading to the halls chosen for the contest of
the bow and the massacre (Od. 20, 21 and 22). Finally, she is the one who acts
as an intermediary between the men’s hall and the women’s apartments,
between lords and servants.

+ In Eurycleia’s dialogues with Telemachus and Odysseus there are many appella-
tions for son, tékvov, pilov tékog, and nurse, poio.

5 According to Hesiod’s Theogony, Kronos, with the aid of his mother Gaia, castrates
his father Ouranos and usurps his throne (137-82). Then Zeus, thanks to his mother
Rhea, is saved from his father Kronos, who had swallowed his other children; he kills
him and assumes kingship (453-506).
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Wisdom, cleverness, elective belonging to the household she serves, phys-
ical intimacy rooted in the nourishment and care of the children who have
grown into men, in the direct contact with their bodies, ability to admonish,
trust and complicit loyalty: throughout the narrative Eurycleia epitomises and
interprets the distinguishing features that make the nurse a relevant figure in
Homeric society® and the archetype of the tragic nurses of Attic drama. The
latter are all better than Eurycleia, different one from another, each construct-
ed on the dominance of one feature over others; one in particular, Hermione’s
nurse in Euripides’ Andromache, is characterised by conflicting and strongly
innovative features, namely disapproval of and ill-concealed detachment from
the princess, violence against Andromache and her coward father Menelaus.

2. “She put on a sorrowful face-concealing the laughter that is under-
neath”:” the Good and the Evil Mother

Thus Cilissa, Orestes’ nurse, exposes her protégé’s mother while addressing
the women of the Chorus: Clytemnestra, who, with the aid of her lover Ae-
gisthus, killed her bridegroom Agamemnon after his victory at Troy, lives in
dread of her son’s revenge and rejoices in relief at the news of his death. It
is the climax of The Libation-Bearers, the central play of Aeschylus’ Oresteia.
It is also the emotional peak of the trilogy, when tension is overwhelming
at the peak of the tension. Orestes and Pylades arrive at the palace in Ar-
gos, Orestes pays homage to his father’s tomb, the Electra-Orestes recogni-
tion takes place, with Electra informing him during the kommos about her
unfortunate fate as an outcast and about the triumph of the two usurping
assassins, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Pretending to be strangers who had
come to bring the news of Orestes’ death, Orestes and Pylades had entered
the palace through deception to commit matricide and avenge Agamemnon,;
while Clytemnestra feigns despair, Cilissa, Orestes’ good substitute mother,
exposes her duplicity by revealing to the women of the Chorus the ill-con-
cealed joy that shone in the queen’s eyes behind her grief-stricken facade:

KiAzzA

AlywoBov 1) kpatodoa toig Eévolg kKohelv
OMWG TAXLOT AVWYEV, OC COPEGTEPOV
avnp AT’ avdpog TNV vedyyeATov PATLY

¢ Although stratified and poetically composite (Snodgrass 1974), Homeric society
maintains some constants in the palatial environments and in the recurring figures, by
definition long-lasting components.

7 Nurse: IIpog pév oikétog / 0éto okvBpwmov dppa, Tov yevtog yéwv / kebBovs® (Liba-
tion-Bearers 737-9).
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[The mistress has ordered me to summon Aegisthus as quickly as possible
to see the visitors, so that he can come and learn about this newly-reported
information more clearly, man from man. In front of the servants she put
on a sorrowful face-concealing the laughter that is underneath on account
of the event that has come to pass, which is good thing for her, but for this
house things are thoroughly bad, as a result of the news that the visitors have
reported very plainly . .. O wretched me! For I found the old griefs that have
happened in this house of Atreus hard enough to bear, all mixed together as
they were, and they pained my heart within my breast; but I have never yet
had to endure a sorrow like this. Under the other troubles I patiently bore up.
But dear Orestes, who wore away my life with toil, whom I reared after re-
ceiving him straight from his mother’s womb! (Over and over again I heard)
his shrill, imperative cries, which forced me to wander around at night (and
perform) many disagreeable tasks which I had to endure and which did me
no good. A child without intelligence must needs be reared like an animal —
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how could it be otherwise? — by the intelligence of his nurse; when he’s still
an infant in swaddling clothes he can’t speak all if he’s in the grip of hunger
or thirst, say, or of an urge to make water — and the immature bowel pf small
children is its own master. I had to divine these things in advance, and often,
I fancy, I was mistaken, and as a cleaner of the baby’s wrappings — well, a
launderer and a caterer were holding the same post. Practising both these
two crafts, I reared up Orestes for his father; and now, to my misery, I lean
that he is dead! And I am going for the man who has abused and wrecked this

house — and this is news he’ll be pleased to learn.]?

The first tragic figure of trophos known to us does not contradict the epic
model of Eurycleia at all. However, unlike Eurycleia, who has a name that
suggests high lineage and stands beside the lords of Ithaca with the autho-
rity of a bride manquée and an elective mother more influential than any
legitimate wife, Cilissa, who bears a name indicating a stranger or maybe a
prisoner of war, is only an extraneous witness to the crimes committed at the
palace. She has suffered the horror of these crimes, even though she never
played any direct part in them. Unlike Eurycleia, the lady of affections and
intrigues, Cilissa has no ties with Agamemnon’s house except with Orestes,
whom she nurtured and cared for.

From the complex character of Eurycleia, the paradigmatic Nurse, Cilissa
only inherits the maternal protective function, thanks to breast-feeding, which
in the ancients’ imagination is much more binding than actual pregnancy.” And
it is through breast-feeding and nourishment that the alien Cilissa is endowed
by Aeschylus with strong tragic hues and placed at the core of the conflicts
contaminating the basic structures of kinship and birth ties. Her opposition
to Clytemnestra dramatises, perhaps for the first time in Western drama and
literature, the ambivalence of motherhood. The two women living under
the same roof embody the first, conflicting images of the good and the evil
mother. Clytemnestra and Cilissa are both related to milk, which in the nurse is
associated with life and nurture, although in the mother it takes the colour of
blood and death. Cilissa, to whom Agamemnon entrusted his son at the moment
of birth, remembers the child she nourished, cleaned and nurtured with genuine

& All quotations from this play refer to Aeschylus 2009.

° Vilatte (1991, 10-13) believes, even against lexical evidence, that in Ancient Greece
breast-feeding was an exclusive task of mothers, claiming that the young virginal age
or old age of the Greek nurses known to us was incompatible to breast-feeding. Pe-
drucci (2015, 36 and 37-43), on the basis of literary and medical texts, both Greek and
Roman, takes a more cautious view, embracing the hypothesis of the co-existence of
maternal nursing and wet-nursing also in Greece where wet-nursing was less common,
but where kinship based on breast milk, regarded by Hippocratic doctors and Aristot-
le as equivalent to blood and male sperm, was acknowledged. On the strong symbolic
meaning of the breasts compared with that of the womb, see Castellaneta 2013.
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fondness in spite of not being his biological mother. Instead, Clytemnestra, sent
offerings to Agamemnon’s tomb in the throes of a scary nightmare in which she
gives birth to a snake which sucks clots of blood together with her milk (523-
33). Then, when she is about to be killed, she reiterates the maternal gesture
par excellence:"° she bares her breast and begs Orestes for mercy, but he cannot
remember the sweet act of suckling: he only remembers the shame of being sent
away and left to wretchedness when he was a child (900-13).

In her brief speech, Cilissa presents herself as a figure of compensation:
by looking after the child ousted from Clytemnestra’s womb, she replaces the
mother who killed the father of her children in order to conquer the throne
and the royal bed, who justified uxoricide as a revenge for the sacrifice of her
daughter Iphigenia and yet did not hesitate to push her surviving children
away — this is what Electra screams in the kommos (444-5), before Orestes
holds it against her while stabbing her to death — one who disowned her chil-
dren and obliged them to play second fiddle to her own well-being, one who
killed them at least in a symbolic way.

The second and central play ofthe Oresteia, constructed on the disintegration
of the deepest blood and family bonds, culminates in the extreme crime of
matricide while exposing the process of corruption of motherhood in the
queen, who combines and confuses maternity and power, political lie and
crime. At the same time it deconstructs the mother; as in a mirror structure it
provides the character of the Nurse with the features of tenderness, reliability
and authenticity of emotions. Cilissa, the nurse who outclasses the mother-
stepmother, suggests that elective relations are surpassing family relations as
a new order in society and affections is about to emerge, at the dawn of the
‘modern’ world ushered and founded by Athena on the social and political
pact at the end of Eumenides."

3. “Everyone had voice, the woman and the slave and the master. ..
Mine was a democratic theatre”*?

Thus, according to Aristophanes, Euripides defends his drama in the deba-

© This topos can be traced back to Homer (II. 22.82-3), to the image of Hecuba expos-
ing her breast to Hector, as she implores him to have respect for and perhaps also awe,
aideo, of it, and desist from fighting Achilles. As Lanza observes (1995, 35), the reference
to the Homeric passage in the The Libation-Bearers (896-7) is made clear precisely through
Clytemnestra’s use of the same untranslatable verb, while, with the same gesture, she
tries to prevent her son from stabbing her to death, tovde aidecau, téxvov, paotov. On the
repetition of this motif see also Euripides, Electra 1206-7, and Orestes 526-7 and 839-43.

" On the new order established by Athena. see Nikolai (2009-2010).

2 Euripides: &\ #\eyev 1) yov Te pot xo Sobhog 008V fttov / x» Seomomg . . .
Snpokparticov yop odTESpwv (Aristophanes, Frogs 949-52).
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te with Aeschylus in the Frogs (948-52), the sensational comedy of 406 BC
which employs the play within the play device and weaves together poetry
and politics. The line is surprising and has been interpreted in several ways.
A number of commentators and interpreters still anachronistically project
the features of inclusion and openness which, at least theoretically, belong
to modern democracies, onto Athenian democracy and in so doing they miss
Euripides’ contradiction. This interpretation is confirmed by the long-stan-
ding lectio facilior which ascribes to Euripides a theatre of the humble, which
includes nurses and pedagogues, in line with an enlarged political system."”
However, as Edith Hall rightly argues in her seminal 1997 study on the so-
ciology of tragedy, Athenian democracy was not inclusive at all, not even in
the radical forms of the post-Periclean demagogues. Women, slaves — preci-
sely the categories mentioned by Euripides — and foreigners, including rich
metics, were not granted full political rights. So how should we interpret the
line attributed to Euripides by Aristophanes? Can we agree with Hall (1997,
125) in recognising the comic poet’s insight that tragic theatre, and especial-
ly Euripidean drama, tended to anticipate historical democracy by deploying
and representing those voices as yet excluded from public debate?

In the light of historiography and of what remains of the Euripidean pro-
duction, the line is not only contradictory but also heavily antiphrastic and
provocative. Euripides does not stage the humble, but rather the disgraced
and the marginalised of Athenian democracy." The nurses we know from
Homer are neither humble nor socially low. In the archaic Homeric Hymn to
Demeter, the titular goddess was a magic and terrible nurse when, disguised
as an old woman who had recently lost her own child, she entered the palace
of the king of Eleusis as a nurse for his son Demophoon, whom she had tried
to make immortal by nightly immersing him into the fire.”” Both Eurycleia’s
name and patronymic prove her noble origins. But also her opposite, the evil
nurse who had sold young prince Eumaeus into slavery, condemning him
to become a servant working in a pigsty in Ithaca, was a princess. Eumaeus
tells Odysseus her story, which is in part his own story, before recognising
him: some Phoenician merchants had come to the house of his rich father,
the king of the prosperous island of Syria, and one of them had seduced his
nurse, the beautiful woman from Sidon who when a girl had been kidnapped
by Taphian pirates and sold to Syrian lords. She had been promised by the
merchants that they would take her back to her home town and, in turn, she

3 On the ‘humility’ of minor characters and their elemental wisdom, see Grillone
1979 and Castagna 2007.

4 On the so-called realism of Euripides, see Sonnino 2021.

5 On the ambivalence of the nurse often endowed with magical thinking, see Men-
cacci 1995.
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had secretly vowed to give them all the gold and the most precious treasure
she could steal from the palace, the young Eumaeus, who had been entrusted
to her care by the king and who in turn would be sold to Laertes (Od. 15.403-
53). Even Hypsipyle from the homonymous Euripidean tragedy, the nurse
to the little Opheltes in the palace of Lycurgus at Nemea, had been queen of
Lemnos. Neither are the pedagogues who take care of many generations of
the same family, moving from fathers to sons and from the role of tutors to
that of faithful advisors of their pupils, of humble origins.*

Euripides’ nurses and pedagogues, just like the peasant farmer, dvtovpyog,
the husband of Electra in the eponymous tragedy and the one who addresses
the assembly in Orestes (917-22), one who seldom “visits the city and the cir-
cle of the agora”, cannot be mistaken as voices of democracy."” Rather, they
are the voices of dissent or of the lack of moderation due to unscrupulous
political experiments that frequently escalate into infighting.

Those voices repeatedly classified by the critical tradition as the voices
of the ‘humble’ in the Euripidean drama recirculate an ancient knowledge,
a conservative and in many ways regressive — though still widely shared -
ethos. A subdued common and current wisdom which coincides neither with
the aristocratic maximalism of the heroic code nor with political democratic
extremism. It rather agrees with the arguments of Aristophanes’ farmers,
nostalgic for peace, celebrations and the marketplace, less bound to the city
than to traditions and the soil, extraneous and averse to the passions of he-
roes and demagogues, mainly concerned with the material wealth wrecked
by war. These are the voices which Euripides intercepts together with his
contemporary Aristophanes, who represents them in a comic and parodic
way, both anticipating the Oeconomicus of the pro-Spartan Xenophon, with
its praise of rural lords, very good at managing their own property, the ka-
lokagathoi to whom it would be appropriate to entrust also the management
of public goods. Whether family property or inheritance, figures of memory
or of critical consciousness within families, in the mode of mentors or al-

% Such is the pedagogue who, through different dramatic strategies, allows for the
Electra-Orestes recognition in both Euripides’ and Sophocles’ Electra, such is the ped-
agogue of Creusa in Ion and the one in Iphigenia in Aulis, who accompanies Clytemn-
estra to Agamemnon’s house at the request of her father. On the continuity and conti-
guity between the figure of the nurse and that of the pedagogue that converge in the
novel, see Alaux and Létoublon 2001.

7 Electra 1-53: the farmer tells the backstory in the Prologue and welcomes the
two strangers, 341-431. Electra says that he is poor, mévng, but noble and respectful,
yevvaiog kol e0oePrig. The dialogue with him gives Orestes the opportunity, just be-
fore the recognition scene between brother and sister, to make a long speech, 367-400,
about the main features of these free men excluded from politics, endowed with auton-
omy of thought and an underrated ability to moderate. On the potentialities — also po-
litical - of small farmers in opposition to demagogues, see Di Benedetto 1971, 205-11.
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lies of princes and princesses, whom they almost always support with un-
conditioned dedication in the attempt to protect them against dangers and
mitigate their excesses and hybris, nurses and pedagogues frequently recur
in Euripidean drama. However, despite the stability of their function, they
enter the drama carrying with them different dramatic values and meanings,
speaking different languages with diverse emotional tones, characterised in
gender terms as male or female. What changes in the nurses whose function
and meaning we can better understand and who come from the same period
of Euripides’ career, the years between 431 and 425-424 BC, during the first
stage of the Peloponnesian War? How do Medea’s nurse, Phaedra’s nurse in
Hippolytus and Hermione’s nurse in Andromache relate to each other?

4. “I know her and fear her”:* Intelligence and Doubling

This is line 39 in Medea’s Prologue, a melodramatic overture, highly crafted
both metrically and lexically, on which anapaests for alternating voices are
seamlessly grafted, taking the place of the parodos, the traditional recitati-
ve or chorus’s entry. The Nurse is the dominant and connective figure of
this score: the slow movement opens with the Nurse’s soliloquy in iambic
trimetres, the metre most akin to everyday language (1-48). This turns into
a dialogue when the old Pedagogue arrives on stage with Medea’s children
(49-95); then it becomes more agitated with the anapaestic exchange ini-
tiated by Medea’s lyrical lamentations (96-7 and 111-14) heard from within
the palace, to which the Nurse replies by trying to restrain her queen with
a slower and more gnomic recitative (98-110 and 115-30). When the Chorus
of Corinthian women enters the scene, it explodes into a desperate chant
with the alternating voices of the Chorus, the Nurse and Medea, who casts
curses and invokes death from off-stage (131-210). The Nurse moves from
scene to scene through spoken lines to recitative (see Cerbo 1997, 116n33),
a technically difficult role that Euripides may have attributed to the leading
actor. Starting with the first episode and after the Nurse’s final exit, he would
probably take on the role of Medea, the tragedy’s absolute protagonist."

B Eyoda thvde, Seypaive Té viv (Medea 39).

¥ Di Benedetto-Medda (1997, 223) recommend the role of Medea for the first ac-
tor and that of the Nurse for the second actor, relying on the co-presence of Medea, as
a voice from backstage which interacts on stage with the Nurse starting from the pro-
logue and the parodos. However, taking into account the scarceness of Medea’s inter-
ventions (2 and 4 lines in the prologue, 4+8 lines in the parodos) and the different chang-
es that the voice could assume while reaching the audience from the interior of the
palace, it is highly probable that the character of the protagonist was played at the be-
ginning by the second actor and then, starting from the first episode, by the first actor
who had been busy with the very dynamic role of the Nurse.
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But who was Medea’s Nurse? Where did this character, whom Euripides
employs to start such an accurate and vivid drama, even shocking to his
contemporaries and all future spectators, come from? There is something
contradictory and surprising in Medea’s Nurse, the only character who calls
her by the appellation of “daughter” or “my child” while she addresses Me-
dea’s children as “children” with a blend of tenderness and anguish (89, 98,
118). There is something that tells her apart from other Euripidean nurses,
inextricably bound to the women they raised and therefore totally empathe-
tic towards the events concerning their ladies, their desires, fears, passions,
even when they did not approve them.

In the opening monologue, the Nurse confirms a deep knowledge of Me-
dea, her “lady” (6). In the first 15 lines, with a counterfactual invocation
(Mastronarde 2002, 161) meant to nullify the queen’s choices and subvert
the story of her union with Jason and her journey to Greece, she summarises
the backstory of the ongoing conflict, analyses its causes and even goes as
far as to predict its dreadful consequences in light of what she knows about
the protagonist, her temperament and her past. When he comes onto stage,
the old Pedagogue, her “fellow slave” (c0vdovlog, 65), addresses her as “old
household slave of my mistress” (maAoov oikwv kTiipo decmoivng Eprg, 49),
while conversely, almost to highlight their different conditions, he is addres-
sed as “old servant of Jason’s children, tékvwv onade npéofu tdv Tacovog”
(53) and thus separated from the childhood and youth of his master. The
Pedagogue also asks why Medea wants to be left alone, without her Nurse
(52, tdg 00D povn Mndeta AeimesBon OéAeL;).

No doubt, Euripides hints at a long-standing habit existing between the
Nurse and Medea. He allows us to imagine that the Nurse too comes from
Colchis and that she followed Medea in her long journey riddled with dan-
gers and transgressions (31-5), but he makes her speak in Greek. Not only
because he endows her, according to the general tragic code, with an excel-
lent and poetic Attic dialect with interwoven figures of speech and sound,
but above all because he attributes to her an ethos totally in line with the
Greek common sense, which emerges especially in the frequent gnomai used
as comments on the events.

The Nurse shares Medea’s grief and cries it out to Heaven and Earth (56-
7); she condemns Jason’s betrayal and reveals it to the children (82-4), al-
though she provides a negative image of Medea. Harrowed by the tragedy
she senses about to explode and to crush the whole family, including her-
self, the Nurse describes Medea as being prostrated, weak, &oitog (24) and
yet dreadful, Sewvnj (44), in the throes of a pain which transforms her: into
a stone or a sea wave, into a beast with the eyes of a bull or a lioness just
unburdened (91-2 and 187-9). Then, from the moment she hears the feral
cries of the lady inside the palace, with a sequence of imperatives she tries to
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protect the children, to keep them away from her (100-5) and her wild tem-
perament, from the hideous nature of a mind which knows no limit (&yptov
10og otuyepdy te POoV Ppevog avbadoig, 103-4), from an implacable visce-
rality (peyoddomhayyvog dvokatdmavotog Yuyr dnxbelca kakoicty, 109-
10) which, if offended, might explode in unpredictable ways. Finally, after
Medea curses her children and their father (100-14), the Nurse concludes the
anapeastic contrast with a condemnation of the ‘tyrannical’ desires which
do not metabolise anger and with an appeal to moderation scattered with
echoes of the most traditional Delphian and Socratic principles, the best an-
tidotes to the most serious disasters caused by excess.

TPO®OS

Lo pot pot, id TARpwV.

Tt 8¢ ool Taideg TATPOC APITAOKIOG
petéyovot; ti Tovod ExOelg; olpot,
Tékva, P L tddnd’ wg epodyd.
deva TUPAVVOV AfpaTa Kol Twg
OALY” apxOpeVOL, TTOAAX KPOTODVTEG
XOAETTOG OpYOG peTafOAAovoty.

70 yop €ibicOot (v € lootoy
KPEloGOoV- €ol YoV €l pr) peydAolg
OXLPOG T €l KATAYNPACKELY.

TOV YOp HETPLwV TPOTA PEV ELTTETV
Tobvopa vikg, xpnodal te pokpd
AdoTo Ppotoioiv: T & vrepPdAlovt
ovdéva karpov dvvartat Bvnroig,
peilovg & drag, dtav opylobi
daipwv olkolg, amédwkev.

(115-30)

[Oh, woe is me! Why do you make the children sharers in their father’s sin?
Why do you hate them? O children, how terrified I am that you may come
to harm. The minds of royalty are dangerous: since they often command and
seldom obey, they lay aside their angry moods with difficulty. It is better to
be accustomed to live on terms of equality. At any rate, may I be able to grow
old in modest state and with security. For moderate fortune has a name that
is fairest on the tongue, and in practice it is by far the most beneficial thing
for mortals. But excessive riches mean no advantage for mortals, and when a

god is angry at a house, they make the ruin greater.]*

With excellent dramatic vision, Euripides creates a version of the Nurse who
avoids assuming maternal tones towards her lady in order to adopt them
only towards her children, who never resorts to the motif of nourishment

2 All quotations from this play refer to Euripides 1994.
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and milk kinship; the semantic field of tpépeilv never recurs in her lines. This
Nurse is never an expansion of the queen and her will, she is never her ac-
complice and never her antagonist. Between the two characters there seems
to be a subtler and more refined game, a relationship which Euripides might
have perfected also by employing the first actor for the two consecutive
roles of Nurse and Medea, the protagonist who dominates the scene until
the exodus. United by the same tone of voice, the most important channel of
ancient acting — the habit of using heavy masks and costumes hindered the
use of facial mimicry and limited the actors’ gestures — the two women can
be imagined by the spectators as two faces of the same split character an-
ticipating the conflict between passion and reason, Bupog &¢ kpeloowv TGOV
ELOV PovAevpdtov (1079), with which Medea’s famous monologue ends and
which over the centuries would become the hallmark of her indelible style
(1019-80).

Probably arrived from the same elsewhere, both the Nurse and Medea
tried to adapt themselves to the Greek common feeling and Medea, while
helping Jason, also tried to appease the Corinthian people who had wel-
comed her (&vdévovoa GOV &eiketo xO6va . . . mhvta Evpgépovs ” Taoov,
11-13). Then the two characters diverge, the Nurse becomes the spokesper-
son of Greek reason and the principle of moderation while Medea, in con-
fronting Jason, proudly claims her complete and irreducible diversity (H
TTOAMG TOALOTG eipil Stdpopog Ppotdv, 579). Two women who interact with
the children with the same heart-wrenching affection, but with a different
capacity to rule their passions? Only one broken woman? A conflict between
two viewpoints, one that, at moments of extreme difficulty clings to a sort of
delirium of omnipotence, and another reflecting common sense? Two tem-
peraments or one single flow of consciousness, torn to shreds by moments
of doubt, disapproval and paranoiac assertiveness sustained by the same un-
mistakable voice?

5. “I fed you and I love you”:** Abnegation and Life

With this statement of maternal affection which exists eternally and will not
be broken, not even by Phaedra’s reproaches and curses, the role of the old
Nurse in the drama comes to an end (695-701 and 704-5). Feeling betrayed
by her breaking the vow of silence and secrecy, Phaedra wishes her to die
and rudely sends her away (GAN ékmoddv dmeAbe kol cavtig mépL epovTILE,
708-9), just before announcing to the Chorus her death, which will mark
the triumph of Cypris but will also drag someone else — Hippolytus, whose

2"EQpeYd o’ebvoug Teipl (Hippolytus 698).
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name Phaedra never pronounces — into ruin at the end of the second episode
(724-31).

The two tragedies, Medea of 431 BC and Hippolytus of 428 BC, are chrono-
logically close and both revolve around the important theme of irreducible
diversity, which can never be entirely conformable to the order of the de-
mocratic city and its political dynamics. Medea, who according to her Nurse
had tried to adapt herself to the Greek world, in the course of the story
declares, through words and through gestures, her diversity, which is not
only ethnic but also individual. As she reveals in her long speech to the
women of the Chorus (373-430), Phaedra had tried in many ways to adapt
herself to the city of her husband Theseus and to the Athenian rule of de-
cency, discretion, aidwg,* as well as of feminine honesty, cw@ppocivn: she
had initially denied being lovesick, vocog, withholding and hiding it, she
had then tried to defeat madness, &vowx, through self-control. Eventually,
unable to dominate that shameful and insane passion, vocov dvckAed (405),
for her stepson Hippolytus, she had decided to die to avoid embarrassing
her husband and children, in order to preserve their freedom of thought and
speech in Athens. Phaedra understood something that she had already made
clear in the disjointed and reticent revelation that had shocked the Nurse: in
a jumble of words and ghosts that spoke the unspeakable, she had revealed
that her illicit and ruinous love had a distant origin, in Crete, where her
mother had fallen in love with the bull, the beast, and her sister Ariadne had
married the god Dionysus (337-41). Unlike Phaedra, Hippolytus, the Ama-
zon’s son, does not complain about his non-conformity, but instead shows
himself proud of it, through the rules of a life lived in woods and unspoiled
meadows, remembering his mother and worshipping the chaste Artemis, as
well as through words, such as when he responds to the Nurse’s revelation
that Phaedra loves him and to the accusations made by his father, who had
believed in the false accusation written by Phaedra on a tablet tied to her
wrist before her suicide by hanging . Speaking to the nurse, Hippolytus gives
vent to his hatred of women, the bane of mankind; he wishes that children
could be bought by bringing offerings to the temples rather than begetting
them with women (616-24); he confirms to his father that he has a pure soul
(ropBévov Yuxnv éxwv, 1006) and that he is totally extraneous to sexual ple-
asure — he knows sexuality only by hearsay and images — as well as to the
rationale of power and of the polis (983-1045).”

2 On the plot and the juxtaposition of the semantic fields of aidwg and épwg, see
Beltrametti 2002.

3 His father, Theseus, had accused him of having dishonoured his bed and wife, de-
spite the fact that he had led people to believe that he was a superior man, in commun-
ion with the gods, honest, viceless, puritan; a vegetarian follower of Orpheus, exalted
by the cult of his books (943-56).
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However, unlike Medea’s Nurse, who had coped with diversity from both
the point of view of a stranger seeking shelter and the point of view of a wel-
coming and suspicious community, Phaedra’s Nurse does not engage with
the main theme, despite being a more present, complex and influential cha-
racter within the plot.?* She is rather captivated by the theme of forbidden
love, attracted to desire and its metamorphoses.

“Old woman, faithful nurse of the queen”, TOvou yepoud, Pacididog
moth) tpogé, the Coryphaeus calls her (267), when she appears on stage
besides Phaedra, carried out from the palace on the rotating trolley and in
full prostration. This is the image provided by the Nurse in the dialogue
with Phaedra just ended, a fast-paced and exhausting dialogue in anapaestic
dimetres (176-266) in which she concentrates all words and gestures on the
sick queen, in an attempt to satisfy all her needs and extort the secret of her
disease from her apparently contradictory and meaningless broken phrases,
from the constantly changing objects of her desire, from her slips. This
Nurse does not know anything and does not predict anything, her language
is not that of knowledge, let alone foresight, like that of Medea’s nurse, but
that of affections, care, nourishment, all-out defence of her queen. Taking
on the main distinctive features of Eurycleia and Cilissa, the Nurse speaks
the language of the good and confiding substitute mother. Her dialogues
with Phaedra, no matter the tone and register, are filled with vocatives
which appeal to the “daughter” (téxvov, 203, 340, 350, 353, 517, 705), to the
“beloved daughter” (mad, @iln mad, 212, 218, 223, 288, 297, 316, 346, 521).%
From the moment she arrives on stage and again when she is about to
leave it after being sent away with insults and curses by Phaedra, the Nurse
seems willing to bring the queen back to her childhood and innocence, to
the trust and total submissiveness to her nurse. Only on two highly marked
occasions the Nurse’s address is directed to the Lady, ¢omowvo: this occurs
at the beginning of her first and only long speech (433-81), her answer to
Phaedra’s unexpected confession to the women of Troezen, in which she
revealed her insane passion and her choice of death as the only solution to
her failure (373-430). It occurs again in her penultimate utterance (695-701),
delivered in the desperate attempt to restore trust with Phaedra by recalling
the nourishment, the giving of herself and of her body through milk, the love
of the ‘good mother’ which persists although it is no longer reciprocated.

On both occasions, the address to the Lady marks a shift in communi-

4 The Nurse has 223 lines in total, more than Phaedra and more than Theseus, in-
cluding also the lines in which off-stage she announces Phaedra’s death by hanging
(776-8, 780-1, 786-7) while the audience only hears her voice.

% The Nurse addresses Hippolytus by the same appellations and begs him not to re-
veal the secret she had just disclosed to him (rtad, 603 and 611; tékvov, 611 and 615).
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cation. If in the final line there is the bitter awareness of an interrupted
connection and the attempt to restore it, in the speech of the remedia amoris
(433-81) the shift in tone and register marks the Nurse’s willingness to take
on a new role, an authority independent of familiarity. It is the transition
from a familiar communication in which words comment on gestures and
aching bodies to a rhetorical exercise of persuasion interwoven with con-
ventional gnomic knowledge about the invincibility of amorous passion,
Cypris or Eros, illustrated by “stories which are well known by those who
own the writings of the ancient and who themselves are interested in poe-
try”# It is the proud surrender of the role and language of mother and her
taking over the part of a rhetorician in order to discuss the magical solution
of charms, filters and evil spells, which — as Phaedra claims — are rejected by
common sense as shameful and hideous practices, aioypd.”

From the moment the Nurse understands that the love and abnegation
of those who take care of a sick person to the point of suffering even more
than that person, in fact suffering twice (186-7, 257-8) is not enough to save
Phaedra from her insane passion for Hippolytus, that not even the topic
of the protection of the children from the alleged demands of Hippolytus,
“the bastard, vo0og” (305-10), is enough, all ethical restraints are loosened
and rhetoric takes on sophistic and unscrupulous tones. Even the search for
perfection and strenuous resistance to passion, the Nurse explains, are forms
of hybris, of arrogance and illusory omnipotence; solemn words are useless
when Phaedra needs him, not to seek pleasure, but as an existential matter of
life and death (467-76, 490-7). The Nurse, who had suggested to ask the help
of physicians when Phaedra was in the grip of inertia, asthenia, aphasia and
apathy, a sort of anticipation of death she used to control desire, now advo-
cates in a modern way in favour of ancient knowledge and ancient practices
which in post-plague Athens seemed not only regressive and archaic but
also dangerous:*® “We will need to get some token from the man you love,
either a lock of hair or something from his garments, and join together one

” 29

delight from two”.

26 ool pEv 00V YPopag Te TGV mohautépwy / Exovoty abtot Teioiv év podoalg del /
iooot . . . (Hippolytus 451-8)

7 The motif of shame, aioypé, aicyiotovg Adyouvg, insistently recurs in the lines
that follow the Nurse’s argument, four times in lines 498-506.

8 The themes of magical practices, their dangers and their legitimacy were espe-
cially important in the Athens of the post-plague years, after the failures of profession-
al physicians. These themes are also addressed by Deianira in Sophocles’ Trachiniae, a
tragedy which can probably be dated to 426 BC, therefore very close to Euripides’ Hip-
polytus: Deianira smears Hercules’ tunic with the blood of Nessus and is immediately
assailed by the fear she had dared too much (Trachiniae 663-4).

2 Ael §'¢€ éxelvou 1) T Tod wobovpévov / onpelov, fj TAdKOV TVT] TéTAWY &0, /
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The Nurse does not limit herself to recommend the use of magic to defeat
adversity, but also shows her knowledge of the main principles of magi-
cal thinking and practices, namely the sign-symbol standing for the subject,
the part standing for the whole, the contagion by continuity and contiguity,
making one out of two. Shifting from words to deeds, in a scene of extraor-
dinary delicacy (565-731) following the Chorus’s prayer to Eros, the Nurse,
perceiving herself as Phaedra’s shadow, approaches Hippolytus off-stage
(565-600). A very harsh confrontation ensues, which Phaedra, standing by
the door of the palace, hears and reports to the Chorus and the audience -
who can only hear a vague noise — and then enacts on stage (601-68), where
Hippolytus is replaced by Phaedra who, after a heart-wrenching lament over
her own downfall, banishes her in the course of their final dialogue (669-
731).

In the ultimate attempt to establish the fatal connection between Phaedra
and Hippolytus, the magical arts on which the Nurse had relied fail to work
(680-1) and lead to the downfall and expulsion of the character, who beco-
mes the target of the invectives of Hippolytus, who - as Phaedra reports,
calls her a procurer of obscenity and false wife (589-90) — and of Phaedra,
who feels sullied by her revelations and, in an emotional climax, curses and
banishes her.

Euripides appears to have deployed his full arsenal of dramatic strategies
in order to draw the figure of the Nurse. Whereas the other characters of the
tragedy — Hippolytus, the protagonist, Phaedra, the stepmother in love with
him, and Theseus, Hippolytus’ father and king of Athens — do not deviate from
their constitutive traits in spite of nuances depending on their interlocutors
and their actions’ status, the character of the Nurse is continuously reshaped
by situations and in her repeated attempts to change the state of things. In the
first two episodes, the Nurse assimilates events and in turns generates new
events, transforming herself, taking on different points of view, languages
and registers:® at first, she is worried about Phaedra’s health, then she
becomes suspicious and curious, then she turns into a bold advisor guided
by a strong sense of reality and imminent downfall and by the concern for
the queen’s children, then she is overwhelmed by the scandalous truth and
the approaching catastrophe (353-61). Finally, immediately after Phaedra’s
speech, she is ready to overcome shame and supports the illicit love of her
child and lady by any necessary means, including magical filters. Eventually,
she supplicates Hippolytus, begging him to keep his oath of silence, and begs
Phaedra, but to no avail.

Euripides counters the heroic steadiness of the aristoi, who never turn

AaPetv, cuvagar T ¢k dvolv piav yapwv (Hippolytus 513-15).
5° The lines 291, 298, 433-435 precisely mark the Nurse’s emotional and rational outbursts.
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back and never renounce their honour and reputation, with a female
figure of unknown origins who, by analogy with other nurse figures, can
be interpreted as a disgraced woman. An old woman who amid difficulties
learned the necessity of compromise and who sees rigour as a form of excess
and presumption, as hybris — “It is said that exacting conduct in life brings
about more falls than delight and is at war more with health. So I praise
excessiveness less than ‘nothing in excess’; and the wise will agree with
me”™ - an old woman willing to submit in order to protect the child she
had breastfed. This Nurse provides an ode to life and the right to happiness,
which costed her the exclusion from the sphere of those who matter and,
above all, Phaedra’s death.

6. “For him you are the daughter of an eminent man, a bride with a
rich dowry”:*? Flattery

In Attican tragedy there are no other examples of Nurse figures endowed
with the same intensity as Phaedra’s Nurse. In the fourth episode of Andro-
mache, the Nurse of Hermione, daughter of Helen and Menelaus and sterile
bride of Neoptolemus (Achilles’ son), comes out of the palace and speaks
about the princess, who is giving way to despair and threatens to kill herself,
barely prevented from doing so by her slaves (802-19). Hermione offended
and threatened to kill Andromache, her husband’s Trojan concubine, and
the child born of their union. Her father, Menelaus, came to visit her and is
verbally assaulted by old Peleus because of the unfairness of the power he
boasts about and because of his cowardly behaviour towards Helen and his
aggressiveness against Andromache and her child. He left Phthia without
granting any protection for his daughter and the princess is struck with ter-
ror. She fears her husband’s return and the punishment which he will inflict
on her for plotting the murder of the innocent.

The last nurse of Euripides’ theatre does not have the same ability to
analyse and understand conflict as Medea’s Nurse, or rather her double. She
does not show the same absolute loveliness in which Phaedra’s Nurse an-
nihilates herself to the point of justifying and supporting the queen’s illicit
passion. The main feature of this nurse is the helpful lie, or perhaps the
servile hypocrisy which induces her at first to realistically explain to the

% Blotov & atpekelg émtndedoelg / gpaci opdrdewv wAéov 1) Tépmev / Th 0 Oyteiq
poALov moAepeiv: / obtw 10 Moav flocov énouvd / Tod undév &yoav- / kol Evpericovot
cogoi pou (Hippolytus 261-6). To the Nurse, Phaedra’s pretence of self-control seems
again to elude the rules of this world, 459-77.

32 Nurse: o0 yap Tl ¢ aiypdrwtov ék Tpolag éxel, AN avdpog €60roD maida cdv
ToAOLg Aafdv Edvolat, TOAeDS T 00 péowg eddaipovog (Andromache 872-3).
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Chorus the condition of Hermione, guilty of unacceptable excesses against
the innocent and the defenceless, and then to deny herself in the attempt to
comfort the princess, who arrives on stage in a state of extreme agitation. In
a duet with Hermione, the nurse lies about her hybris with some ambiguity
and contradicts the information previously given to the Chorus: she says
that her father will not abandon her and that her husband will not believe
the cheap lies of his barbarous concubine because Hermione is not a war
booty, but a bride with a rich dowry.

The continuous reconfiguration of the character to pursue the good
through changes and twists which are the distinctive traits of Phaedra’s
Nurse, here becomes the compassionate and opportunistic dissimulation of
someone who wants to prevent the princess from collapsing in order to avoid
falling into the same abyss. The scene in which Hermione bares her breasts
and the Nurse tries to pull her gown together to cover them recalls the motif
of the veil incessantly requested and removed in the first scene between
Phaedra and her Nurse in Hippolytus. However, this Nurse shows neither
care nor tenderness. She only shows a resolute will to stop the princess
from making a spectacle of herself and prevent news of her insanity from
spreading outside the palace, thus exposing the family to public mockery.

Free from a predestined fate and from the prejudices that stem from names
and family ties, the minor (but not humble) characters of Euripides’ theatre
provide evidence that society was changing, capturing the playwrights’
attention. In these characters, poetry and politics blend and intertwine in
more obvious ways than in the major characters of the great myths. The
perspectives on mythological events and the historical themes that permeate
them multiply points of view and continue to surprise.
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Bridging the Gap with Epic: the Nurse in
Euripides’ Medea

Abstract

This paper argues for a deliberately epic role for the nurse in Euripides’ tragedies, es-
pecially in his Medea. In that specific play, the nurse’s influencing of events resembles
the omniscient characters familiar from narrative epic like Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.
In Homer’s Odyssey, as in Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the nurse tends to align either with the
household norms, generally labelled patriarchal, or with the lady of the house left be-
hind. In Choephori 748-62, the task, duties, and responsibilities of the nurse are suffi-
ciently presented. In Aeschylean and Sophoclean drama, nurses act and speak within
the limits of these duties and responsibilities, while in Euripidean drama, however, the
nurse’s role changes. Acknowledging the special position of the nurse’s contribution
in Euripides’ Medea as discussed in Ian Ruffell’s “The Nurse’s Tale”, I link the changing
and changed role of the wet nurse to the characteristics of epic behaviour: a certain
amount of providence, combined with typically human indifference, and, ultimately,
helplessness. She is the only one who, in lines 36-7 and 89-95, foresees the event that
must have been a great unpleasant surprise (if not shock) for the audience: infanticide.
It has been suggested that the nurse’s “epic” behaviour, speech, and foreknowledge
develop in the context of the societal circumstances in 421 BCE; in other (lost) plays
by Euripides, nurses are allegedly involved in the psycho-sexual problems of their
mistresses. In Medea, however, the issue is infanticide. The level of transgression in
Medea’s planned behaviour, I argue, is mirrored in the level of “epic” as shown in the
nurse’s self-importance and presumptuousness. Her speech in the prologue equals
prologues spoken by omniscient and influencing characters, e.g. Dionysus in Bacchae
and Aphrodite in Hippolytus, as does her self-reflection in the course of the play.

KEywoRDSs: nurses in Greek tragedy; prologuing characters; double motivation; tragic
transgression

1. Introducing Transgression

Euripidean tragedy tends towards transgression (Reilly 2007; Thumiger 2007;
Swift 2006, 2009; Lush 2015; Verheij 2016). Many characters involved, both
on the human and the divine level, display a behaviour that transgresses

' I thank the editor Rosy Colombo and the anonymous reviewers for their helpful
comments and suggestions.
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the values of society as well as the conventions of the tragic genre (Steiner
2004, 10-11). Aeschylus confronts man with the gods, even in a fellow
human being.? In Sophocles, man is confronted with himself, and the
rare appearance of a god only serves to underline the characters’ correct
balancing of what seem to be incompatible, but equally accepted, norms
and ethical guidelines.” Euripides was (in)famous for his lavish use of the
deus ex machina to put an end to tragic suffering and lack of prospect.* In
his plays, man falls victim to his own shortcomings, the inevitable outcome
of human nature. Thus, the deus ex machina proves to be a necessary and
merciful safeguard for humankind in the face of man’s fallibility, and his
inborn impulse towards transgression.” Transgression may be presented as
a side-effect of what is in principle a rational and well-balanced decision,®
especially in Aeschylean and Sophoclean drama.” In Euripidean tragedy,
transgression is more frequently resulting from character flaws; not a side-

2 The suffering Persian court in Persae (first produced in 472 BCE) recognises the
divine hand in the unexpected defeat at the hands of the Greeks, as do the survivors
in Septem (467 BCE). In Prometheus Vinctus the mortal hero Heracles is the instrument
of Zeus, even for an immortal protagonist. The Oresteia (457 BCE) concludes with
introducing the gods to the human stage to bring a solution for irresolvable and
contradictory complexities. While in Agamemnon and Choephori humans err and act
with reference to divine order or justification, in Eumenides the gods appear in person
to take responsibility for apparently unjustifiable moral behaviour; they demand
retribution, and finally solve the inherently inhuman dilemma (Fletcher 2014).

3 Cf. e.g. Lawrence 2005 for the Ajax. In the play named after him, Philoctetes, as
another example, accepts Heracles’ confirmation that both he and the bow need to
return to Troy despite the Greeks’ low trick to try and rob him from it, and possibly
from his livelihood, through deceit (Tessitore 2003).

+ Cf. Worthington 1990 on the deus ex machina in Eur. Med. vis-d-vis Aristotle’s
criticism of the scene in Poet. 1454a37-b2, and his general criticism of the feature in
Poet. 1454b2-5.

5 According to Aristotle’s analysis of tragedy in Poetics, this is the essence of
tragedy as a genre, and as a type of mimesis of reality: the tragic character, of
sufficiently high class to emphasise the discrepancy between societal privilege and
depravation but nonetheless relatable for a democratic audience, is subjected to
suffering and loss as the result of a hamartia, a personal mistake that does not stem
from character, but rather from misinterpreting the possible reactions to very specific,
demanding circumstances (Taylor 2008, 269-72; Kim 2010, 38-46).

¢ As a form of ‘corruption’, e.g. of ritual, cf. Lush 2015.

7 Sophoclean characters like Creon, Antigone, and Oedipus show transgression
as a result of a deliberate decision even more poignantly: their considerations count
as rational, but once decided upon their actions and words tend to be harsher than
initially required, and meant to enforce the path chosen rather than to allow for any
more criticism, reconsideration, or reflection. Creon resorts to torture instead of milder
punitive action; Antigone to suicide rather than being content to fulfil her filial duties
(discussed as transgression of gender norms in Penrose 2020, 31-2).
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effect but rather the execution of hamartia.® Divine intervention is thus a
remedy to balance human imperfection.’

In several instances, however, human transgression in Euripides is not
just man’s shortcoming; it may be divinely ordained, predicted, exploited,
instrumentalised (Hamilton 1978; Sypniewski and MacMaster 2010). In the
latter case, the hamartia from which it stems or which it entails is equally not
a human shortcoming: it is a deliberate action, orchestrated by a prologuing
god, to exercise influence, power, or vengeance in the mortal domain.’ It is
therefore a divine transgression."

Such morality, if it may be called so, is reminiscent of epic poetry rather
than of the Attic drama as it is found in Aeschylus and Sophocles (Sypniewski
and MacMaster 2010). The double motivation, with human decision-making
as the effectuation of the gods’ setting-in-motion of fate, resembles the Iliadic
“will of Zeus”, and the “decision by the gods to have Odysseus return to Ithaca”
in the Odyssey. In tragedy, similar patterning becomes tangible in the plays
that do not allow for options and choice (however wrong or misgiven) by the
human protagonist(s), due to divine direction (Hamilton 1978). The deus ex
machina nullifies characters’ psychology through the wisdom of hindsight;'

8 Cf. Verheij 2014, 190-95 on the cohesiveness of Medea’s motivation to commit
infanticide.

o In Sophocles, the “care of the gods” (Phil. 196) (Pucci 1994, 17-21).
Papadimitropoulos 2011, 501 (on Apollo’s epiphany in Eur. Or.): “The god imposes order
in a disorderly state of affairs and manages to reconcile the opposites by bringing about
peace in a situation consistently dominated by strife”.

© Examples from Euripidean tragedy are Bacchae and Hippolytus. Both plays feature
a god delivering the prologue in which they proclaim they will get someone into
trouble and subsequently punish him or her.

" Allan 2013, 593 argues for the efficacy of revenge through violence in Attic drama:
“tit-for-tat violence is characterized as problematic from the earliest Greek literature
onwards, but also stresses the continuing importance of anger, honour, and revenge in
classical Athenian attitudes to punishment and justice. With these continuities in mind,
it analyses the new process by which punishment and justice were achieved in Athens,
and argues that the Athenians’ emphasis on the authority of their laws is central to
understanding tragedy’s portrayal of personalized vengeance and the chaos that ensues
from it. Though (for reasons of space) it focuses on only a selection of plays in detail
(Aesch. Eum., Soph. EL, Eur. EL, Or.), the article adduces further examples to show
that the same socio-historical developments are central to the portrayal of retaliatory
violence throughout the genre, and ends by considering how tragedy, in depicting
revenge as problematic, offers a more positive alternative to such violence which does
justice to the emotional and social needs of its audience”.

> Cf. the standardised choral ending, as in Med. 1415-19: TOAAGV Topiog Zedg év
‘OMOpTte, / TOAAR & déATTOG Kpaivovot Beoi / kal T SoknBévT ok éterécbn, / TdV &
adoknTwv Topov NOpe Bedg / Tolovd &méPn t6de mpaypa (“Olympian Zeus has many
things in his treasury, and the gods accomplish many things contrary to expectation.



60 RONALD BLANKENBORG

the deus in prologo does so from the start, with only horrible consequences to
be expected by the audience.

In this contribution, I argue that, next to the dei in prologo, there are
other signallers of similar “epic” reminiscences with regard to a higher level
of transgression expectancy in Euripidean drama. Particularly interesting is
the role of the nutrix in prologo in Medea; with reference to nutrices in other
plays by the same author, I will show that the epic predecessors of Medea’s
nutrix paved the way for the decisive influence she exerts on the irreversibly
destructive behaviour of her mistress.

2. Nutrices priores

In Homer’s Odyssey, a nurse figures prominently in the character of Eurycleia,
who nursed both Odysseus and his son Telemachus. The epic is explicit about
Eurycleia’s provenance and the nurse’s working circumstances. She works
in the Ithacan royal household as a slave:"

Evpokdel’, "Qmog Buyatnp Hewonvopidao,

v ote AaépTng mplato KTedTEGOLV £0IGLY
TpwONPNV €T’ éodoa, éetkocdfola & Edwkev,
ioo 8¢ v kedvij dhoxw Tiev év peydpolowy,

eovij & ob mot’ EpikTo, YOAov & aAéelve yovalkog
(Od. 1.429-33)

[Eurycleia, dochter of Ops son of Pisenor, whom Laertes once bought with
his wealth when she was still in her first youth. For her he gave the price of
twenty oxen. He cherished her on a par with his spouse inside, but he never
slept with her — and thus he shunned the wrath of his wife.]

Though the Odyssey does not explicitly state that Odysseus’ father was
already married when he invested in a slave girl, apparently Eurycleia,
herself of good family given the naming of her father and grandfather, has
been bought with the prospect of replacing Laertes’ lawfully wedded wife
Anticleia as a mistress, as a housekeeper, and as a mother. The latter only
in the sense of a foster mother, as Laertes never shared her bed: whether or
not married at the time of the purchase, Laertes explicitly reserved sexual
contact and motherhood in the royal family for Anticleia (Marshall 2017,

What was expected did not come to pass, but for the unexpected a god found a way. In
such fashion was the completion of this play”).

3 Editions from which passages have been cited are in the references. All
translations are by the author.

4 Like Eumaius (Od. 15.403) and his Sidonian nursemaid (Od. 15.427), Eurycleia was
presumably kidnapped by pirates, cf. Heubeck, West and Hainsworth 1988, 126.
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188-90). Nonetheless, he bought Eurycleia at a very young age and against
a high price,” suggestive of the exploitation of her breeding potential. The
underlying assumption seems to be that in general young girls were added to
the affluent household to serve as housekeepers, sex slaves, and breeders of
bastards, with the buyers only refraining from the latter usability for reasons
of discretion and intermarital respect and restraint. Replacing the biological
mother with a nurse, however, was not considered an infringement on
marriage and, instead, one of the main tasks of the acquired female servant
(cf. Od. 19.482-3).

The Odyssey does not comment on the relationship between Anticleia and
Eurycleia.’® The latter did, however, acquire a solid position in the palace:
next to breastfeeding baby Odysseus, she was tasked with supervising the
provisions and the wine cellar. When Odysseus’ son Telemachus leaves
for Pylos and Sparta, he acknowledges her overview of the household’s
provisions, as well as her ability to manage and to distribute the stock.”” In
addition, he beseeches her secrecy: when Eurycleia protests and warns him
not to leave the house, Telemachus urges her to swear not to tell his mother
that he left for at least eleven or twelve days. And so she does (Od. 2.377-8).
This is not the only occasion in the Odyssey where the nurse Eurycleia is
approached as a confident: both Penelope and Odysseus confide in her, even
when her position as an intimate threatens one’s safety. Once recognised
despite his disguise as a beggar (Od. 19.392-3, 467-8), Odysseus has to prevent
Eurycleia from shouting out to Penelope through smothering her and

5 Names like Algesifoia, Epifowa, and IToAOPora similarly suggest cattle as a
standard of value, but rather with regard to marriage-prospects than trade (Heubeck,
West & Hainsworth 1988, 126). A similar amount, 20 oxen, is suggested as compensation
for Odysseus per suitor (Od. 22.57). The Iliad provides comparison for the high value:
4 oxen for a skilled labour woman (Il 23.705), 100 oxen for a set of golden armour (II.
6.236), a male prisoner (Il 21.79), 12 oxen for a tripod (II. 23.703), 9 oxen for a set of
bronze armour (IL. 6.236), and 1 ox for a cauldron (Il. 23.885).

® Cf. Od. 11.155-62, 181-203, 216-24.

7 po’, &ye 81 pot olvov év dperpopedoy &puocov / 180v, 8Tig petd TOV AapdToTog
Ov ob gpuldooelg / keivov Otopévn TOV Kéyppopov, el mobev Aol / doyevrig ‘Odvoedg
Bdvartov kol kfpag GAVEaG. / dmdeka & EPmAncovV Kol TOHXCLY &poov Gmavtag. / év
8¢ pot dhgita xebov ebppapéecat dopoioty: / gikoot 8’ Eotw pétpa PUANPAETOL dAPiTOL
aktiG. / avTn & oin tobr T §” abpda mhvta teTOXOw- / EoméPLog Yirp EydV aiprjcopat,
onmdte kev 8N / pujtnp eig dmepd’ dvaPri koitov te pédntar. (Od. 2.349-58; “Mother,
pour me sweet wine in vessels, the second best, right after the one you guard, always
pondering on that wretched man, if godlike Odysseus may from somewhere return,
having escaped death and fate. Fill me twelve of them and close them all carefully with
covers. Pour me barley meal into well-sewn skins: there should be twenty measures
of ground barley meal in each. You must be the only one to know: make sure all this
is brought together. For I will come to collect it in the evening, when my mother will
retreat to her chambers and mind her rest”).
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making her swear an oath not to divulge his identity: if she betrays him, she
is like a mother causing the death of her own child.” Upon Odysseus’ return,
Eurycleia’s loyalty to him outdoes her loyalty to Penelope.” For twenty
years, she was her support and protector as well, tending to the household
and to Telemachus (Od. 17.31-5, 23.289-92), and serving as Penelope’s eyes
and ears throughout the palace.”” At several occasions, the nurse functions as
an advisor and instigator,” suggesting that the nurse’s role may well exceed
the limitations of replacing motherhood.

In Aeschylean and Sophoclean tragedy, nurses feature prominently.
There, too, they tend to align with the household norms, generally labelled
patriarchal, or with the lady of the house left behind. In Choephori 743b-65,
the task, duties, and responsibilities of the nurse are sufficiently presented.
Answering the worries of the chorus in response to the message of Orestes’
alleged passing, Orestes’ nurse Cilissa comments on her position:

O TV £y

G HOL T HEV TN GLYKEKPOHEVOL

alyn Sboolota tolcd v Atpéwg dopolg
TUXOVT UMV AYLVEV €V GTEPVOLS PPEVAL.
OAN 0Tl Tw TOLOVSE AR Gvea O V-

T HEV YOp GAAQ TANPOVWS VTAOLY Korkd-
@idov & Opéotny, Tiig éuijg Yuxng Tppnv,
ov €€€0peia pntpobev dedeypévn,—

KOK VOKTUTAGYKTWV 0pOlv KeEAEVUATWV
Kol TOAAQ Kok poxOnp’ aveweéAnT épol
TAGOT) - TO P} PPOVODVY Yop GoTepel fOTOV

1) yap ABnvain voov étpamev- avtap Odvcceds / xelp’ EMPACOAUEVOG PAPLYOG
M&Pe Selitephior, / T & étépr £0ev dooov éphocato pavnoév Te. / poda, Tin | 0éhelg
OAéoar; ob O¢ P ETpepeg avTh) / TG 0@ &l pald- vov § &Ayea moAA& poynoag /
fAvbov eikoot( €tel ég matpida yoiav. / GAN émel eppaobng kai tol Beog EpPoie
Oupd, / oilyo, pf tig T dAhog évi peydpoiot mbnton (Od. 19.479-86; “Athena had
diverted Penelope’s attention. But Odysseus grabbed her by the throat with his right
hand, and with his left he pulled her closer and said: ‘Mother, why do you want to
ruin me? You fed me yourself at your breast. Now, after suffering many woes, I have
returned to my native country in the twentieth year. Now, since you discovered me and
a god somehow allowed you to find me out, keep your silence, lest anyone else in the
house finds me out, too.”).

¥ Cf. Eurycleia’s consolation of Penelope in Od. 4.742ft.

2 Following the slaughter of the suitors, Eurycleia brings the message of Odysseus’
return to Penelope (Od. 23.1-84). As long as he had to maintain his disguise, Odysseus
was secretly informed by her as well, cf. Od. 22.4171f.

2 Eurycleia keeps the maid servants locked up when the weapons are removed
from the great hall (Od. 19.15-30) and during the slaughter of the suitors (Od. 21.380ff.,
Od. 23.41ff.). Afterwards, she oversees the cleaning of the hall (Od. 22.480ft.).
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TPEPELV AVAYKN), TOG Yap oU; TPOTW PPEVOS:
00 Ya&p TL pwVEL TG €T OV €V omapydvolg,
el Apog, 1) iy tig, 1§ Avpovpio

gxeL- véa 8¢ vnddg atbThPKNG TEKVOV.
TOOTWV TPOUAVTIC 0DGA, TOANX &, olopad,
Yevobeloa moudog omapydvov padpidvrpla,
YVoupedg Tpo@eg Te TadTOV elyéTnv TéAoG.
eyo dumAag 8¢ thode xelpwvakiog

gyovo’ Opéotny é€edekaunv matpi-
TeBvnioTog 8¢ VOV TdAova tevbopa.
otelyw & & dvdpa TdVSe Avpavtrplov
olkwv, Béhwv 8¢ TOVvde meboetal Aoyov.
(743b-62)

[Wretched me! How the old unbearable troubles, one heaped on top of the
other, in this palace of Atreus continuously caused pain for my heart in my
breast! But never did I sustain a blow like this: all other troubles I withstood
patiently, but now my beloved Orestes, my soul’s only care, whom I got
handed over from his mother and nursed, and from the loud cries in broken
nights both many and troublesome failures for me despite my efforts — for
one must nurse the unthinking thing like an animal, what else? You just
follow your instincts. The child does not yet speak while still in swaddling
clothes, not when hungry or thirsty, or in need: the young children’s lower
body follows its own rules. I tried to anticipate such, but often, I reckon,
became the baby-linen’s washer as I was mistaken; laundress and nurse had
the same aim. I had these same two handicrafts when I received Orestes for
his father. And now I, wretched one, hear that he is dead. I will go to the man
who brings destruction over this house, and he will hear the news he has

been hoping for.]

Both the service as a replacement mother and the confidentiality vis-d-vis
the keepers of the household norms become apparent in her speech. As the
nurse in other Aeschylean and Sophoclean plays, Cilissa speaks and acts
within the limitations of her position as a servant and as a woman.*

3. Nutrix Euripidea

The nurse’s role changes in Euripides where she appears in Medea (431
BCE), Hippolytus (428 BCE), and Andromache (ca. 425 BCE). Actually, it is
extended to encompass active influencing of protagonists and of the play’s
plot. Euripidean nurses are still concerned with their protégés and with the

> Though speaking from her own thoughts and judgements, cf. Van Emde Boas
2018, 328.
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daily care for the household, but, unlike their predecessors, they exercise a
strong and steering influence on their adoptive child — always female - in
especially the aspects of adult life in which she replaces them as a tpogog:
motherhood, childcare, role as a (threatened and abandoned) spouse, and
sexuality. As a rule, nurses assume this role when they are taken in on their
protégé’s despair as an ultimate confidant: in their attempt to replace their
protégé psychologically as well as physically, they contribute to the psycho-
sexual stress of the mistress, and actively steer her — and the plot - to death
and disaster.

In Andromache, the Nurse steps in (802) once her mistress sees no way
out: jealous of her potential rival Andromache (Torrance 2005, 45-50),
Neoptolemus’ share of Troy’s spoils, Hermione, herself childless, planned
to make use of her husband’s absence to murder Andromache and her
child. In the play’s first half, she found a willing accomplice in her father
Menelaus, but he was stopped from committing the crime through the
timely intervention of Peleus, Neoptolemus’ grandfather and master of the
house in his grandson’s absence. Now that her scheme failed and her father
Menelaus left Phthia, Hermione fears her husband’s homecoming: with rope
and sword she tried to end her live,” but servants prevented her suicide.
Urging her mistress to face her husband Neoptolemus, the Nurse comments
on Hermione’s sexuality, and steps in as the guardian of her mistress’ proper
behaviour in public.?* The Nurse equally comments on Hermione’s position
as a potentially abandoned spouse, but downplays the risk that presented
itself so readily: Neoptolemus lending his ear to Andromache does not imply
the end of his and Hermione’s marriage.” Further discussion of this issue,
the threat to Hermione’s marriage constituted by Neoptolemus’ spoil of war

% The attempt to commit suicide by hanging confirms Hermione’s interpretation of
her misdeed against Andromache as sexually motivated. In Andr. 930-38a, Andromache
admits having succumbed to other women’s scorn of her sexual-competitive position
against Andromache.

2 'Ep. {® pot pou / omdpoypa kopag dvoywv te / dé dpdyporta Ofoopat. / Te. &
nad, Ti dpaoelg; odpa ooV kotoukif; / EP. alod alod- / €pp’ aibBéplov mAokapwy PV
amo, / Aemtoptov eapog. / Tp. tékvov, kdAvnte oTépva, GOVONCOV TETAOLG . . . QAN
€lod elow pnde pavtalov dopwv / Tapobe TdVSE, pur TV’ aloxovny AdPng / [rpdcbev
HeA&Opwv tOdVS Opwpévn, tékvov] (Eur. Andr. 825-32, 876-8; “HERMIONE Oh no, I will
tear out my hair and horribly scratch myself with my nails. NUrse What will you do,
my child? Maim your own body? HERMIONE Please, no, away from my braids into the
sky, you, lightly-woven cloth. NUrse Cover your chest, child, and close your garments
... Come on, come inside and do not show yourself outside this house, lest you load
some shame onto yourself (when you are seen in front of this palace, child”).

5 Tp. oby OS¢ kfidog ooV Sidoeton mooLg / Padlorg yovoukodg PoapPépov metsheig
Aoyoug (Eur. Andr. 869-70; “NURSE Your husband will not undo your marriage like that,
won over by the idle reasoning of a foreign woman”).
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Andromache, is delegated to Orestes who happens to run into Hermione
and her Nurse, and chooses words that resemble Aegeus’ in Medea. Orestes
also addresses Hermione’s childlessness, and thus adds to the interference
by her Nurse: whereas the Nurse thought of her mistress’ replacement as a
spouse, Orestes makes Hermione speak explicitly about her replacement as
a mother.*

In Hippolytus, the Nurse is much more proactive as a dramatic character:
she acts independently in order to further the plot as a tool of divine will.#’
Like her counterpart in Andromache, she steps in when her mistress Phaedra
seems to be ill (176, 205, cf. the chorus in 269). Initially, she does not know
what befell her mistress, though her plaint that mortals “appear to be
problematically in love” (193, dvcépwteg dn pouvoped 6vteg) foreshadows
what is wrong. She duly corrects Phaedra’s incomprehensible utterances
about “hunting in the mountains”, with the chorus as her witness (286,
g av mapodoa kai o0 pot EvppapTupfg “as you, since you are present,
may testify to as well”), but notices that Phaedra responds to the mention
of Hippolytus (310). In her lead-in to mentioning his name, she has also
touched on Phaedra’s role as a mother: giving in to her illness, Phaedra will
bring Theseus’ bastard Hippolytus in a favourable position when compared
to her own children by Theseus.” Phaedra’s response to the mention of her
stepson’s name appears at first sight to be the Nurse’s finally successful
attempt to break through her mistress’ defences.

What seems to be an issue of inheritance, however, quickly turns out to
be a matter of forbidden love, a confession extracted from Phaedra® by her

2°0p. tig 00V &v &ln pf mepuKdTOV YE T / Taidwv yuvauki cupgopd TARV &g
Aéxog; / ‘EP. ToDT adTO Kol voooDpev- €0 [ dmnydyov. / Op. &AANV TV e0VAV &vti
ool otépyel mooig; / Ep. v aixpdrotov EKropog EvvevvéTy. / Op. Kaxov y élekag,
ocv6poc Sloc” Exewv Aéxn. / ‘EP. towdta Tadta. kAT Eyoy fuovauny (Eur. Andr. 904-910;

“OresTEs What trouble can there be for a woman other than her marriage, as long as
there are no children yet? HERMIONE Exactly that is where we suffer; you sharply see
my soft spot. ORESTES Does your husband long for another to replace you? HERMIONE
The wife of Hector, won by the spear. ORESTES You mentioned something shameful: a
man having two wives. HERMIONE Exactly that — but I took countermeasures.”)

*7 As she rightfully acknowledges in 359a-61.

#Tp. AN 100 pévror — mpog téd adbadeotépa / yyvouv Baddoong — el Bavy,
npododoa codg / maildag, matpewy pr pedéovtag d6pwv (Eur. Hipp. 304-6; “NURSE
But know this, and as far as I am concerned you remain more stubborn that the sea in
this regard: if you die, you have betrayed your children, for they will not share in their
father’s wealth”.

» A, Tl T000" 0 O ksyoucw avbpwmoug épav; / Tr. fidotov, @ mai, THTOV
dhyewoy 0 Gpa. / PA. fipeig & elpev Batépe kexpnpévol. / Te. Ti onig; €pgs, O TEKVOV;
avBponwv tivog; / PA. doTig 0O 00Tdg €68, O ThG Apalovog . . . / Tp. TnmdAvtov
avdag; / PA. oo T4, obk épod kAvelc. / TP. olpot, Tt AéEelg, Tékvov; OG P AmdAecag.
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Nurse® to her own demise: nurse and protégé go down together (Castrucci
2015, 416-18). In this case, however, the Nurse does not support her mistress’
self-constraint; on the contrary, she rapidly shifts side to, unknowingly, join
Aphrodite in convincing Phaedra to accept — and yield to — her longing.
Instead of actively protecting her mistress’ private peace of mind and public
appearance (as did the Nurse in Andromache), she encourages Phaedra to be
sexually proactive in order to “save her life”* The arguments she mentions
in the process are to be considered indicative of the character of the Nurse
herself: preference of impulse and instant pleasure over thoughtfulness and
reputation, eagerness to take sexual initiative, overstatement of personal
suffering, lack of self-restraint. The Nurse promises Phaedra not to betray
her to Hippolytus (521), but soon enough she proves to have done just that:
in addition to being a nurse, she has now become a matchmaker (589-90). She
tries to downplay her betrayal of Phaedra with Hippolytus, only enticing the
latter to his famous speech on the analogy between trouble and women (616-
68). Phaedra realises that the Nurse’s actions will cause her death, and curses
her. After the Nurse is dismissed and has left the stage, Phaedra announces
that she will take Hippolytus with her in her downfall, thus paying her debt
to Aphrodite. The Nurse has no further role to play than to find her mistress
hanged.

(Eur. Hipp. 347-53; “PHAEDRA Men call it ‘being in love’: what does it mean? NURSE
The sweetest thing, my child, and at the same time the most painful. PHAEDRA I can
only make use of the latter. NURSE I beg your pardon: are you in love, my child? With
whom? PHAEDRA Whoever he is, the son of the Amazon . . . NURSE Hippolytus, you
mean? PHAEDRA Those are your words; you do not hear me say such. NURSE O dear,
what are you about to say? How you have ruined me!”).

° Presumably not present in the first, failed version of Hippolytus (Hutchinson
2004), where Phaedra delivered the incriminating letter confessing her passion for
Hippolytus herself.

3 TP. 00 yap meplocov o0dev 008 EEw Adyou / mémovloag, dpyal & ég o améoknfov
Oedc. / épgig Tl TodTO Badpo; cbV oAAoig Ppotdv. / kamelt Epwtog obveka Yuxmnv
OMElG; / . . . TL ogpvopvbeic; o0 Adywv evoxnpovey / Sel o', dAAX Tavdpdg. g Tdxog
ductéov, / TOV 0BV EEeuovTog dpgl 60D Adyov. / el pév yap fv oot pr ‘mi cupgopaig
Blog / toiaicde, cOPpwv § obc” Etdyyaveg yovi), / o0k &v motT ebvig obvey Noviig
Te of)g / pofyov v ot dedpo- viv § dyav péyog / cdoor Blov cov, kovk émipbovov
t68¢ (Eur. Hipp. 437-40, 490-7; “NURSE You do not experience something extraordinary
or beyond explanation: you have simply been struck by the goddess’ anger. You are
in love — what is so extraordinary about that? It happens to many people. And now
you plan to destroy your life because of love? . . . No more solemn words! You do not
need well-arranged arguments — you need the man! We must make it clear as soon as
possible how things truly stand with you by making it explicit. If your life were not in
such perils as it is now, and if you were a sell-controlled woman, then I would never
guide you in this direction for the mere pleasure of sex. Now, however, the stakes are
higher, saving your life, and there is nothing reproachable in that!”).
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The Nurse’s developing and changing role in Hippolytus — from caring for
her mistress to acting independently with a certain amount of providence and
indifference for her protégé’s interest, to utter helplessness with regard to the
destructive outcome of her initiatives — is, of course, instrumental to the divine
will that determines the play from the start. In her prologue, Aphrodite explicitly
states the purpose of the play (Danek 1992): to demonstrate that individual gods
destroy hubristic humans through using other humans as defenceless pawns -
in this case, to show that she will bring down Hippolytus through sacrificing
Phaedra.* The Nurse’s considerations and actions in Hippolytus represent the
double motivation familiar from epic: the mirroring of divine council, will, and
decision through human deliberation, consultation, and determination. Human
protagonists seemingly act on their own accord, but whatever they do or say
proves to have been prepared and fated on the level of the gods. At times, humans
in epic are vaguely or painfully aware of this, as is the Nurse in Hippolytus.
Nonetheless, her behaviour is transgressive, as is the goddess’ motivation and
execution: the downfall of tragic protagonists is not primarily the result of their
Aristotelian hamartia within or before the play’s plot, but rather a premeditated
and highly personal divine vendetta.An audience can hardly feel engaged with
the undeservedly non-productive exertions of the tragic character and experience
fear and pity accordingly; they remain rather detached from identification with
a protagonist who is from the outset condemned by an outside higher force and
whose suffering within the play, like that of the divine pawns, is both the reason
for, and the result of, transgression.

22 ADP. cpdAhw & 6ooL ppovodoLy eig NUag péya. / éveatt yap 01 kv Bedv yével
0de- / Tipdpevol yaipovow avBponwy bmo. / deifw 8¢ pobwv OV dAnBeav thya
.../ 6§ eig g Nuaptnke Tipwprioopan / TrwdAvtov v THS Npéps T TOAAX &¢ /
et TPokOYao', o0 VoL TOAAOD pe el . . . / doboa Paidpa kapdiav katéoyeto
/ EpwTL dewv@ Toig époig PovAedpacty . . . / Ebvolde & olTIG oikeT®dV vosoV. / AN
obtL tadTn TOVY Epwta Xpr) meoely, / deifw ¢ Onoel mpdypa KakQovoetal. / Kol
TOV P&V NIV ToAépiov veaviav / kTevel athp apaictv . . . / 1) & edkAeng pev dAN
Opwg amoAvtal aidpa- TO yop tHod o0 mPOTHRoK KAKOV / TO Ur) 00 TaPAoXELV
ToVG Epovg ExBpodg €pol / Siknv tocadtny GOt épol kahdg Exewv (Eur. Hipp. 6-9, 21-
3, 27-8, 40-4a, 47-50; “APHRODITE I will bring down those who do not respect me. For
within the race of gods the following applies: they enjoy being worshipped by men. I
will swiftly demonstrate the truth of these words . . . for what he did me wrong I will
punish Hippolytus today. I have prepared many things in advance - it will be an easy
game to play for me . . . when she saw Hippolytus Phaedra was captured by a terrifying
passion; all that was my doing . . . among the palace personnel no one knows of her
affliction. But her love may not end like that: I will show Theseus the entire matter and
everything will come to light. The father will kill this young man, so hostile to me, with
his curses . . . she will keep her good reputation but she has to die anyway - Phaedra.
I will not value the evil that befalls her higher than the prospect of not punishing my
enemies to an extent that satisfies me”).



68 RONALD BLANKENBORG

Both Aphrodite’s and the Nurse’s transgression in Hippolytus is thus
comparable to divinely instigated transgression in similar situations, like
Dionysus’and Pentheus’ in Euripides’ Bacchae(405BCE, staged posthumously).
In this play, as in Hippolytus, a god uses the prologue to explain the play as
a demonstration of divine revenge (Allan 2013, 601-2): Dionysus chooses to
introduce his worship in Thebes, as the first city in Greece, to take revenge
for the treatment of his mother by her sisters and to punish the already
condemned king Pentheus, his cousin, for not acknowledging his divinity.*
Dionysus’ condemnation of Pentheus, as well as the latter’s predestined and
mechanically staged downfall within the play, are reminiscent of the divinely
ordained, supervised, and executed destruction of the epic hero, as it is found
in the treatment of, for example, Sarpedon, Patroclus, and Hector in the Iliad,
or the suitors in the Odyssey (Allan 2013, 593-5). The ‘epic’ combination of
being the instrument of divine will made explicit, and, at the same time,
acknowledging that what appears to be one’s own free will is actually
predestined thought and action, characterises secondary characters in the
plays of Euripides. Determinant prologuing, as in Bacchae and Hippolytus,
makes for characters’ behaviour that is as unpredictable, or implausible, as
the playwright’s heavily criticised ex machina.

4. Medea: nutrix epica

A particularly remarkable instance of a determinant prologue is Euripides’

3 AL mpotag 8¢ ONPag tiode yijg EAANvidog / avwldivEa, vePpid eEajog xpoog
/ Bbpoov te dovg £g xelpa, kioowov Pélog: / emel P adelpai pnTpodc, &g fKioTa Xpiiv,
/ Atdbvvucov ok Epackov ekgdvar Aldg, / Zepednv 8¢ vopgpevdeicav ék Bvntod Tvog /
&g Ziv' avagépew v apaptiov Aéyovg, / Kadpov copiopad’, dv viv obveka kravelv
[ ZRV' éEexauy®dvO’, OTL y&povg €yedoato. / TOlYdp Vv adTag €k dOpWwV HoTPNnG
¢y® / paviaig, 8pog & oikobol mapdkomol @pevdv . . . / Kédpog pév odv yépag te
kol Topavvida / IevOel didwot Buyatpog exmepuidTy, / 0G Beopoyel Ta Kot €pe Kol
omov8®dv &rto / GOl 1, év ebyaig T o08opod pveioy Exel. / v obvex’ adtd Bedg yeyog
évdeifopan / maoiv e OnPaiowswv (Eur. Bacch. 23-33, 43-8a; “D1oNysus As the first city
in Greece I have caused Thebes to shout out loud, covering them in deer skins, and
handing them the thyrsus, a weapon topped with ivy. Without being provoked to do
so at all, my mother’s sisters openly proclaimed that I, Dionysus, was not the child
of Zeus, and that Semele was defloured by a mere mortal and put the blame for her
pregnancy on Zeus. A clever scheme conjured by Cadmus, for which Zeus allegedly
burned her to death, as she lied about the affair. As punishment I have driven them out
of their houses in madness, and now they camp on the mountain, insane . . . Cadmus
leaves privilege and kingship to his daughter’s son Pentheus, who opposes my divinity
and worship, keeps me at bay from sacrifices, and never mentions me once in prayers.
In retaliation, I will show myself in my full capacity as a god to him and to all of
Thebes”).
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Medea, where it is uttered by her Nurse. As in Andromache and Hippolytus,
the Nurse in Medea steps up at a time of great psycho-sexual stress on the
part of her mistress, this time already begun before the start of the play. In her
prologue speech, the Nurse testifies to her position as a confidant assuming
multiple roles, well beyond those of replacement-mother and housekeeper:

Tp. Séomowv’ epr
Mndewx . . .
EpwtL Bupov éxmhayeio’ Thoovog

abtd te Thvta Evpgépovs’ Tacovt:

fimep peylotn ylyvetan cwtnpia,

Stav yovny Tpog Gvdpa pry Suyootaty).

vOv & éxOpa mavta, kal vooel T pidtata.
p0odolg yap adTod Tékva deaTOTIV T EUnv

0TI TPOG LTV TTATEP” ATTOLHOEN iAoV
Kol yoiaw otkovg 0, obg mpodoto’ dpiketo
HeT avdpog OG ope VOV ATHAOOG EXEL.
(6-8, 13-17, 31-3)

[NURSE My mistress Medea, hopelessly in love with Jason . . . and complying
with him, with Jason, in everything: precisely the best protection, when a
woman is not in discord with her husband. Now all is hate, and what used to
be dear rots away - for he has betrayed his children and my mistress . . . she
cries for herself and for her beloved father, her native land and her home. She
betrayed all just to arrive here with the man who now brushes her aside.]

The nurse’s prologue has drawn the attention of scholars:* it is considered
remarkable that a play should open with a setting of the stage by a low-
status figure, soon to be accompanied by yet another, the tutor of Medea’s
sons. Ruffell 2014, 67 further comments:

In addition, the nurse shapes audience expectations and emotional response
through three filters: the nurse as a faithful servant, going back at least to the
Odyssey; the nurse as confidante of the tragic heroine, not least in relation to
transgressive sexuality; and the broader run of low-status and slave characters
in Greek tragedy. Yet the nurse is also a moral agent in her own right and it is
her tale and her moral predicament that grounds the play.

Ruffell also hints at the “heroic” or “epic” wording the Nurse uses to describe
the situation: Medea is “dishonoured” (20, 26, 33), and she speaks of “oaths
and betrayal” as taking part in an exchange between male epic heroes (cf.

3 To the extent of being experienced as pedagogical, cf. Smith 2010.
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Boedeker 1991; Mueller 2001; Levett 2010). On the other hand, the Nurse
speaks against inequality “on a democratic basis”, going “beyond what is
realistic in having the nurse articulate these thoughts” He observes that
there is something peculiar in the nurse’s role at the time of Medea’s first
staging:

The most obvious points of comparison for the nurse in Medea are the parallel
characters in the series of plays that were picked upon by Aristophanes as
examples of Euripides’ unhealthy interest in women and in sexual morality
- or immorality. In Frogs, the Aristophanic Aeschylus claims that Euripides’
women, who explored sexual desire, such as Stheneboea and Phaedra, were
notorious (1043-4), These scandalous women all belong to plays of roughly
the same time as Medea, and all seem to have been accompanied by a nurse,
who was speaking and a very active character, and deeply impacted in the
psychosexual problems of their mistresses. The nurse of Medea, I suggest, is
not only parallel to these but actively draws upon their example. Or, to put it
another way, audience expectations would have been framed by this cluster
of Euripidean interest. (Ruffell 2014, 70)

Let me add that the Nurse’s providence equally frames the audience
expectations. While Medea herself speaks of suicide (145-7), then of killing
Jason and the rest of the royal family (163-5), then again of suicide while
taking the boys with her (111-18), the Nurse fathomed the danger to Medea’s
sons much earlier (Papi 1991, 294-5).** She knows that her mistress is a
dangerous woman when enraged, and having noticed that she gazes at her
children the way she looks at enemies, the Nurse actively moves to keep
the boys at a safe distance from their mother. Her presentiment, however,
proves to turn out correct, of course. In my view, the combination of the
Nurse’s “heroic” language and her role in the prologue confirm as a “further
possibility” Ruffell’s observation “that the Nurse is ultimately . . . the one
who most helps Medea bring about the destruction of Creon’s family and
the murder of her children” (2014, 79-80). For him “this suggestion turns
on whether the nurse returns with Medea at 214 and stays on stage to be

5 Tp. oTuyel 8¢ moidag obd Opda” evgpaivetal. / dédowka & abTrv prj Tt fovAedon
véov .../ 1T, €0 yop Eotan, dwpdtwy Eow, Tékva. / ob & &g péhiota Toved ¢pnpocag
Exe / xod piy médole pnpi SucOupovpévy. / fdn yap eldov Sppa viv tawpouvpévny /
0168, &g TL dpaceiovoav: 00dE madoetal / xOhov, che’ olda, mpiv kotackiPal TvL.
/ €xOpovg ye pévtol, pr gilovg, dpaoeté tu (Eur. Med. 36-7, 89-95; “NURSE She loathes
her children, and does not rejoice seeing them. I fear her, lest she devices something
unheard of . . . Come now, it’ll be alright, boys. You, tutor, keep them as far from her as
you can and do not let them near their despairing mother. I already saw her throwing
them that savage bull-like look, as if she might do something to them. She will not stop
her anger, that I know for sure, until she had her way with someone. I only hope she
moves against enemies, and not against her near and dear”).
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brought into the plan at 820-3, and exits with the children at 1076 to take
them to their death” (80).

I argue, in addition, that the nurse’s steering influence on the plot and
on Medea’s unforeseen decision to murder her own children rather stems
from the comparison with similar epic-like prologuing characters (Hopman
2008). Like the prologuing Dionysus in Bacchae and Aphrodite in Hippolytus,
each presenting the protagonists’ acts and decisions as predetermined and
hence severely inhibiting the capacity of the audience to identify with
Bacchae’s Pentheus and Cadmus as well as with Hippolytus Phaedra and
her Wet Nurse, in the same way the prologuing nurse of Medea sets the
stage for the inevitability of unspeakable acts by Medea (cf. Sypniewski
and MacMaster 2010). Whereas pre-Euripidean versions of the Medea-story
commonly presented the heroine as taking her revenge for Jason’s betrayal
on him, his wife, and the further royal family (cf. 374-5; Graf 1997), Euripides
was probably the first playwright to have her kill her own sons with Jason
(Micheline 1989, 120-4; cf. Boedecker 1997). The ominous words of the
Nurse in 36-7 and 89-95, prepare the audience as irrevocably as Dionysus’ in
Bacchae 23-33, 43-8a and Aphrodite’s in Hippolytus 6-9, 21-3, 27-8, 40-4a, and
47-50. She actively keeps the boys from going to their mother,* but foresees,
in response to Medea’s wish for her sons to die with their father* that an evil
outcome may not be averted.®

For some running time, still, the possibility remains that the play may
have another outcome: not until the fortuitous but very useful meeting with
the Athenian king Aegeus, stopping by on his way from Delphi to Troezen
and unknowingly offering Medea the opportunity to execute her horrifying
plan with a change of escape (Sfyrouras 1994; Blankenborg forthcoming),
does the Nurse’s announcement of the children’s fate resurface in Medea’s
words:

MH. vdv éATtig €xBpolg todg épovg teloely diknv.
o0Tog Y&p &vip 1] HEMOT éxépvopey

AV TEQOVTOL TOV POV BOLAEVPHATOV:

¢k 100 avodpesOo TpupviTNV KdA AWV,

3% Tp. omebdete Oaocov doparog elow / kol pr meddont Oppotog €yyvg / pnde
pocéAOnT (Eur. Med. 100-2a; “NURSE Hurry, quickly, into the house, and do not go
into her view, do not come near her”).

¥ MH. & kotdpatol / maideg dhoishe otuyepdg patpdg / ovv matpl, kol g S6pog
éppot (Eur. Med. 112b-14; “MEDEA Cursed children of a wretched mother — wish that
you would die together with your father”).

% Tp. i 0¢ ool maideg maTpog apmAakiog / petéyovoy; Tt Tovsd €xOelg; oipot, /
téxva, P L 6N og dmeporyd (Eur. Med. 116-18; “NURSE What part do your sons
have in their father’s wrongdoing? What do you hate them for? Oh, boys, I am so
afraid that you may suffer some consequence”).
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(Eur. Med. 767-73a, 783, 788, 790-3)

[MEDEA Now there is hope that my enemies will be punished. In my moment
of need this man has appeared as a safe haven for what I plan to do. I will
securely moor with him, once I have reached the city and stronghold of Athena.
Finally, the moment to tell you all that I have planned to do has come . . . yes, I
plan to kill the king’s daughter through trickery ... and everyone touching her
will die a gruesome death . . . but from this point I do not so readily continue
speaking of my plan - I have cried over the task that I have to perform next:
I will kill the children, my own boys. No one will ever take them from me.]

With or without the Nurse attending the scenes as a silent character, from
this point on Medea is herself helpless against her own predestined resolve
to murder her sons, echoed by the chorus in 976-1001. Feigning against Jason
to want only what is best for their sons, she cannot hide her true emotions
from him:* she knows that his wish for “long lives” will be in vain. In lines
894-976 the children are on stage, probably together with a supervisor, either
the Nurse or the paedagogus. The reappearance of the latter together with
the children in 1002 suggests that he was also accompanying them in the
previous scene; the Nurse does not get an explicit second staging. After a
final moment of hesitation, Medea confirms her resolve with reference to
a force stronger than her own plans:** emotions overpower reason. Having
heard the death of the princess, she confirms her resolve again, in 1236-40:
speaking to the chorus she argues that others will kill her children if she

% TA. Tl 81, tdhawva, toiod émotévelg tékvolg; / MH. étiktov avtoig (Rv & 6T
¢Endyov Téxva, / ¢oiMBE [ oiktog &l yevijoeton T¢de (Eur. Med. 929-31; “JasoN Why then,
poor woman, do you cry for these boys? / MEDEA I bore them. When you just prayed that
they may live long lives, I felt a sudden stroke of pity — will this be the case for them?”).

© MH. Bupog 8¢ kpeloowv TV Eudv BovAevpdtwy, / 6omep peyioTwV OiTIOg KKV
Bpotoig (Eur. Med. 1079-80; “MEDEA Irrationality is stronger than my plans - it is the
main reason behind mortals’ misery”).
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does not.* Having killed the Corinthian king and his daughter she can only
hope to save her own life.

And so she proceeds; she Kkills the boys as the Nurse predicted, against
her better judgement. In the play’s final scene, Medea appears as the
revengeful goddess, reminiscent again of Dionysus and Aphrodite, thus
combining aspects of the prologuing Nurse’s providence and plot-steering,
as well as of the spiteful divinities who got their way as they themselves
announced. Medea appears as a deus ex machina, standing on the chariot of
her grandfather the Sun God, her children with her. From here, she makes
clear that she will take care of them alone, thus replacing the nurse and
arranging a proper funeral well outside the mortal realm (Holland 2008). The
prospect sketched by the Nurse in the prologue is brought to the foresaid
conclusion by Medea as goddess.

5. Conclusion: an Epic Ring

In Medea, the Nurse and Medea constitute a pattern of words and acts that
corresponds to the double motivation of epic and its narrative predestination.
More than in the extant plays that better conform to Aristotle’s analysis of
tragedy as mimesis through acting out (Murhaghan 1995), but in ways similar
to Euripides’ ‘divinely-determinant’ plays like Hippolytus and Bacchae, the
presentation of the plot and its performance have much in common with the
Aristotelean description of epic as mimesis through narration. At the play’s
start, the Nurse, in line with epic diction and concepts, speaks with self-
importance and presumptuousness, regularly showing signs of a character
using a democratic stance in a pre-democratic society, like the mythological
(and, possibly, in the view of contemporary Athenians [Lloyd 2006]) Corinth.
More importantly, she displays a level of omniscience and foresight in her
- correct — prediction of the murdering of Medea’s sons by their mother,
a plot development that was an innovation by Euripides.** Her subsequent
reflections and comments, as Ruffell shows, not only prepare the audience
for what is to come, but also help Medea develop into the infanticide she is
destined to become. Helpless against what has been ordained in the play’s

# MH. ¢idou, ¢doktan Todpyov &G TéxloTd pot / moidag ktavovon thod apoppdcbort
x0ovog, / xai pry oxoArv dyovoav ékdodvar tékva / GAAY @ovedoat SuopeveoTépy Xepl. /
évtog o’ avéykn katbavelv (Eur. Med. 1236-40; “MEDEA Dear friends, my decision has
been made to murder the children as soon as possible and then flee from this land, so as
to not by doing nothing extradite them to be killed by another, more hostile, hand. They
must die in any case”).

+2 Holland 2003 argues that infanticide was already a feature of Aeolus’ pedigree.
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prologue, and defenceless against the potentially destructive irrationality that
incites an unprecedented indifference towards human suffering in tragedy,
Medea gradually changes into the entity responsible and accountable for
all the protagonists’ transgressive behaviour. On a par with goddesses
she transcends the human level, both in claiming responsibility for what
has happened, and for the replacement of the Nurse in taking care of the
children’s dead bodies. Clearly the Nurse, built from the many models of
nurse-behaviour predating Euripides, particularly from the epic tradition,
and considered a character fitting for prologuing a ‘determinant’ plot, could
not bring such a play to completion. Such a task befalls to larger-than-
human characters alone: Artemis in Hippolytos, Dionysus in Bacchae, Medea
in Medea. For the Nurse as a tragic character, this unique ‘epic’ performance
resulted in a return to the more common use of the character,* as a confidant
in the psycho-sexual problems of their mistresses, be it with an undeniable
propensity to arbitrariness and transgression from now on.
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One, None and a Hundred-Thousand.
The Nutrix in Seneca’s Phaedra: a Blend of
Roles and Literary Genres

Abstract

Among the dramatis personae of Seneca’s Phaedra, the Nurse is perhaps the most
complex and multifaceted. In Euripides’ Hippolytus the Nurse does not lack a central
role and three-dimensional stance, especially because of her oratory skills, but she
does not differ excessively from the stereotyped character of tragedy. On the other
hand, the role and function of the Nurse are expanded by Seneca. She does not
simply embody the ‘voice of reason’ (however imbued with Stoic philosophy) against
Phaedra’s furor: she is the moving force of the tragedy. She takes up an authorial role
akin to that of Plautus’ slave; she turns into a comic lena in order to lead Hippolytus
to the realms of Venus; she improvises as a priestess while delivering a prayer to
Diana; she is also a skilled philosopher and declaimer. Nevertheless, she does not truly
fulfill any of these roles and ends up being the humble servant of her queen. Each of
her transformations is a failure; but, on closer examination, they are a failure from
Phaedra’s perspective. Resigning her authorial role, de facto the Nurse becomes an
instrument of the real ‘author’ of the drama, that is, Nature. Phaedra is a tragedy of
Nature and the limits it imposes on human beings. Through her apparently disastrous
choices, the Nurse helps Nature establish its undisputed dominion.

KeywoRrbDs: Nurse; Seneca; Phaedra; Nature; Roman tragedy; authorial role; metatheatre

Etiam nunc optas quod tibi optavit
nutrix tua aut paedagogus aut
mater? nondum intellegis quantum
mali optaverint?

(Sen. Epist. 60.1)

The Nurse is a recurrent character of ancient myth. Her archetype can be
traced back to Eurykleia, Telemachos’ Nurse, in the Odyssey; but it is in
Greek tragedy that she gains an increasingly prominent, albeit subsidiary,
role. Among the extant examples, we can number Kilissa, Orestes’ Nurse
in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers, and Deianeira’s Nurse in Sophocles’ Women
of Trachis. But it is Euripides who confers a significant and conspicuous
role upon her: the Nurses in Andromache, Medea, and Hippolytus stand
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out as the fruit of a well-established tradition. The Nurse is an old woman
characterised by an unshakable and selfless loyalty to her master/mistress;
faithful to the point of risking her own life in order to be a good servant.
She usually takes up the role of confidant and advisor; she is also the
‘voice of reason’ that tries to turn the heroes and heroines away from a
tragic course of events, relying on the authority she exercises on her pupil.
Needless to say, her efforts to avoid tragedy always fail.*

The Nurse figure, perfected by Euripides, is taken over by Roman
tragedy - that is, by Seneca, the only Latin dramatist whose tragedies have
survived in their entirety. She has a prominent role in Medea, Phaedra,
and Hercules Oetaeus, as in their Attic models; a Nurse appears as a major
character in Seneca’s Agamemnon as well. The Latin dramatist builds on a
traditional and well-defined character; however, he incorporates his own
touch into the Nurse figure, assigning her a more complex and nuanced
role than his Attic forerunners.

In this paper, I will focus on the play Phaedra, as I believe the Nurse
of this tragedy best encapsulates Seneca’s authorial innovations in the
function of the character. I will argue that Seneca inherits from Euripides
the Nurse figure as an ‘authorial’ character meant to lead the protagonists
to catastrophe, but on the other hand, he contaminates her with other
figures (philosopher, declaimer, Plautine servant, lena, priestess, elegiac
poetess), drawn from other genres than tragedy. Far from being an
inconsistent and unsuccessful character (as argued by Garbarino 2008, 662-
3), the Nurse’s metamorphoses are, from a dramatic perspective, functional
to the development of the plot and to the fulfilment of the tragedy. All her
transformations are disastrous, but, at the end of the play, she contributes
to establishing the dominion of Nature, the ultimate, whimsical, and ever-
transforming authorial force pulling the strings of the tragedy. First, I
will analyze the manifold roles Phaedra’s Nurse takes up in the Senecan
tragedy in comparison to the Euripidean model in order to highlight how
all of her transformations fail to achieve their goals; then, I will reflect on
how all these failures are a catastrophe from the main characters’ points
of view, while they mark the triumph of Nature over Hippolytus’ and
Phaedra’s aberrations.

1. The Downfall of Wisdom

The standard role assigned to the Nurse by the tragedians is the voice of

* Karydas (1998) and Castrucci (2017) offer extensive studies on the Nurse figures in
Greek tragedies; see also Gill 1990, 87-8; Yoon 2012, 13-21, 86-92.
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reason. As to dramatic action, she attempts to oppose the impulses and the
decisions of the main characters, which she is aware will lead to a tragic
outcome. The function of this character is the creation of tension between
a doomed course of events, which will drag the main characters into a
catastrophe, and a force of opposite sign, also destined to be swept away.
This is particularly true of Hippolytus’ Nurse:

of all the anonymous figures in extant tragedy, she has the strongest claim to
‘moral agency’; she describes a distinct ethical framework, and the disaster
stems from her strong sense of expediency and her failure to understand the
sincerity and nobility of Phaedra’s resolve to die. (Yoon 2012, 87)

The Nurse of Seneca’s Phaedra is no exception. She shares this trait
with Euripides’ Nurse, who initially tries to divert her mistress from
giving in to her passion. The Nurse quotes the Delphic saying “nothing
in excess” (undév ayav, 265) and states that all the sages will agree with
her (§vpgpriocovot cogol pot, 266). Later on, she acknowledges Phaedra’s
helplessness against Aphrodite and hatches a plan to heal her; Phaedra
is afraid the Nurse may seem “too wise” (8édoty’ dmwg pot pry Aav @ovig
Sopr, 519).

As in the Euripidean paradigm, Seneca’s Nurse is a wise character.
She reproaches Phaedra for her illegitimate lust and does her best to
discourage her; when Phaedra threatens to kill herself (254), she tries to
make Hippolytus give in to the power of love; finally, she works out the
idea of blaming Hippolytus for using violence on Phaedra. In this regard,
Seneca’s Nurse is not just intelligent, but can be seen as more cunning than
Euripides’ character.?

However, as universally noted by scholars, she raises her role as
‘voice of reason’ to a higher, philosophical level. I will not discuss the
complex problem of the extent to which Seneca’s tragedies reflect, albeit
in a distorted way, his thinking and worldview; Phaedra has already been
studied from a philosophical perspective (Grimal 1965, 17-21; Lefévre 1969;
Leeman 1976; Giancotti 1986, 11-57; Schmidt 1995; Laurand 2012-2013;
Mazzoli 2016, 85-97). I will just focus on the Nurse’s philosophical traits, in
order to show how Seneca construes her as a failed sapiens.*

> The dramatic potential of the Nurse in Hippolytus is also underlined by Coffey and
Mayer (1990, 9).

3 Strikingly, in Euripides’ tragedy, Artemis herself openly accuses the Nurse of
Phaedra’s suicide (1304-6). The Nurse is totally responsible for the whole tragedy, while
none of it is Phaedra’s fault (March 1990, 47). This choice may be due to Euripides’ aim
of redeeming himself after the heavy criticism of Veiled Hippolytus.

+ Her speech to Phaedra is characterised not only by wisdom, but also by parrhésia:
the failure of her plots stands not only for the failure of philosophy, but also for the de-
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As mentioned, the Nurse’s words and speeches are imbued with
philosophical, namely Stoic, topoi (cf. Giomini 1955a, 50-4, 80-3; Giomini
1955b, 44-7, 58-61; Grimal 1965, 47-52, 55-8; Leeman 1976, 207; Giancotti
1986, 18, 21-7; Schmidt 1995; Casamento 2011, 152, 156-9, 180-1; Laurand 2012-
2013). When the Nurse takes up the role of ‘voice of wisdom’, the tragic
form is contaminated by philosophical prose. For instance, in her opinion,
giving in to vice is a kind of voluntary slavery (134-5): this is a recurring
theme in Seneca’s prose works (e.g. Brev. 2.1-2, Epist. 22.9-11, 39.6, 47.17,
60.4, 77.15-7). She also claims to be free from fear and pain thanks to her
closeness to death, that is, to freedom (138-9); again, the close association
of death and freedom is typical of Seneca’s philosophy, especially in De
providentia and in the Epistles (e.g. Prov. 2.10, 6.7-9, Ira 3.15.3-4, Epist. 12.10,
26.10, 70.14, 70.19, 77.14-5). Another philosophical commonplace is that a
guilty soul is punished by the very feeling of guilt (162-3; cf. De ira 3.5.6,
3.26.2, Ben. 3.17.3-4, Epist. 27.2, 42.2, 87.24-5, 97.14-6, 105.7-8, 115.16; Schmidt
1995, 279-80.). The idea that the gods were invented to justify vice and
insanity (195-7) bears resemblances to some Epicurean thought’ but it is
also a commonplace of Stoic criticism of Epicureanism®. Generally speaking,
the dialogue between Phaedra and the Nurse can be seen as a dramatic
enactment of the opposition between fatalism and freedom (Giancotti 1986,
19-20; Mazzoli 2016, 87-8); that is, a philosophical diatribe in dramatic guise.

The Nurse’s speech to Hippolytus incorporates philosophical stock
themes as well. He who is bestowed with goods by Fortune but nevertheless
chooses evil deserves to lose what he has (441-3). To persuade Hippolytus to
give in to love, she employs the Stoic motto sequere naturam (481) (Grimal
1965, 90; Leeman 1976, 207; Coffey and Mayer 1990, 134; Casamento 2011, 180-
5). The phrasing of the verse “follow nature as your life guide” (vitae sequere
naturam ducem) bears a striking resemblance to Cic. off. 1.100: “if we follow
nature as our guide, we will never go astray” (naturam si sequeremur ducem,
numquam aberrabimus), but it reflects the widespread Stoic tenet of “living
in accordance with nature” (6poAoyouvpévng tij @ooel {fjv, Diog. Laert. 7.87 =
SVF 1:179). However, topics such as the necessity of love for the preservation
of the universe and the exhortation to enjoy the pleasures of Venus recall
Epicurean rather than Stoic tenets (Boyle 1987, 166; Schmidt 1995, 292).

feat of free speech in a monarchic (i.e. Imperial) context (Laurand 2012-2013).

5 See for instance Lucretius’ criticism of religio, whose lies lead men to scelerosa
atque impia facta (1.84).

¢ According to some moralists, Epicureanism was used to justify a luxurious and
hedonistic lifestyle. See for instance Cic. Tusc, 4.6-7, fin. 2.49-50, Pis. 68-9; Sen. Const.
15.4, vit. Beat. 12-13, Ben. 4.2, 4.13.1, Epist. 21.9-10, 79.15, 123.10-11; Epict. diss. 3.24.38-9.
This kind of criticism is part of a wider reprimand against the ineptiae poetarum that
lead to vice (Grimal 1965, 55, refers to Brev. 16.5 and Vit. beat. 26.6).
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The Nurse may seem to deploy philosophical commonplaces in a
rhetorical manner in order to persuade others and achieve her goals; she
may be accused of intellectual dishonesty. Her speeches seem to reflect
the early Imperial age trend of philosophical declamatio revolving around
quaestiones infinitae (see below). Some modern scholars accuse her of using
“good Stoic doctrine in a bad cause” (Coffey and Mayer 1990, 134) or point
out that “she advocates Stoic principles in the service of a wrong cause.
The principles are moral, but their application merely utilitarian” (Leeman
1976, 207). Nevertheless, she does her best to keep things in order and to
prevent Phaedra from killing herself. Her role as vox rationis is certainly
ambiguous, but cannot be wholly dismissed, at least in her primary aims:
in fact, she exploits the power of logos (that is, reason and speech) to
dominate events and prevent catastrophe.

The Nurse’s tragedy stands for the irreconcilable conflict between a
ratio trying to master events and a sealed fate that human beings can
only obey. This downfall of wisdom against Fortune was already stated by
Euripides’ Nurse (700-1), but Seneca emphasises the philosophical aspects
of the character (and, consequently, the failure of philosophy). Drama-
wise, Seneca’s Nurse-Philosopher struggles to sort out the threads of her
existence and that of the other characters into an orderly plot inspired
by ratio, that is, philosophy; her struggle turns out to be a total failure.’
Nonetheless, the real and almighty author of the tragic development is
Nature. Ironically enough, the Nurse urges Hippolytus to follow Nature,
but she’s the one who tries to rebel against Fate (stoically coinciding
with Nature) by blindly loving Phaedra and supporting her (admittedly)
unnatural desire® In the end, the Nurse’s exaggerated affection for her
mistress falls within the scope of furor as well, not ratio (Giancotti 1986, 18;
Schmidt 1995, 283-4). The Nurse, Hippolytus, and Phaedra are all under the
illusion that they know Nature and can dominate it, but in fact it twill lead
them into defeat or, as in the Nurse’s case, into a new natural order.’

2. Seneca the Elder’s Phaedra: Tragic Declamatio

As widely recognised by scholars, Seneca is a man of his own time as

7 The failure of the Nurse’s plots is examined by Schmidt 1995; Frangoulidis 2009;
Laurand 2012-2013.

8 The Nurse herself had stated the ungodliness of Phaedra’s desire in the Act 1 (171-
3); “she accepts herself the crime out of the weakness of her soul” (Grimal 1965, 16,
translation mine)

 On the concepts of nature and anti-nature in Phaedra see Mazzoli 2016, 88-96; cf.
Boyle 1987, 18-24, 213-14; Mayer 2002, 37-9.
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regards to rhetoric. Both his philosophical and dramatic production
is strongly influenced by declamatio, that is, formal and artistic public
speech generally practised as part of high-class education. The two main
subgenres of declamatio were the controversia, in which the student acted
as a patronus defending a cause, and the suasoria, a speech delivered to
a mythical or historical character in order to persuade them to take, or
dissuade them from taking, a certain action. Seneca the Elder notoriously
collected fragments of Augustan rhetoricians’ controversiae and suasoriae
for his children’s (and his audience’s) education.

Seneca the Younger learnt the lesson from his father. The influence of
declamatio upon his work is particularly observable in his Phaedra and
in the Nurse’s speeches.® The dialogue between Phaedra and the Nurse
in Act 1 can be viewed as a controversia between the two characters
arguing whether sexual impulses can be dominated by reason. This kind
of argument about general, if not philosophical, topics finds a parallel in
the quaestiones infinitae, with which declamationes often deal. The two
characters participate in a skillfully constructed debate, in which each
speech or line by one character is balanced by another of equal length
(Coffey and Mayer 1990, 19); but it is the Nurse who assaults Phaedra with
her panoply of rhetorical weapons. In Act 2, she delivers a suasoria on
a declamatory stock theme, an uxor ducenda sit; this kind of declamatio
focuses on moralising themes rather than on dramatic exchange.”

The Nurse’s speeches in Act 1 employ the rhetorical technique of “point
by point rebuttal” (Coffey and Mayer 1990, 109-10).” Phaedra had spoken
about the divine power of love over ratio (184-5); the Nurse replies that the
divinity of amor is a made-up lie (195-6). Phaedra describes amor (or, better,
furor) as a flying (186, 194) and armed (193) creature; the Nurse makes fun of
such attributes (198-201). This technique becomes more and more obvious
as the debate goes on and the speeches get shorter and shorter, especially
in the stichomythia and antilabe section (218-73).

Another rhetorical device widely used by the Nurse is sententia,
a typical trait of Seneca’s prose and dramatic works. In both genres,
Seneca deploys moral maxims to express general human truths, in order
to strengthen his arguments. This is exactly what the Nurse does in her

' On the rhetorical elements in Seneca’s Phaedra, see Giomini 1955b, 44-7; Coffey
and Mayer 1990, 18-20; Mayer 2002, 71-3; cf. Giancotti 1986, 62-4, 104; Casamento 2011,
14-7, 19-21, 165, 180-1. Euripides’ Nurse utters rhetorically constructed speeches as well,
as an influence of contemporary sophistic usage (Castrucci 2017, 45-7).

" Coffey and Mayer 1990, 131; cf. Morelli 2004, 42-3. The existence of this quaestio
infinita is attested by Quintilian (2.4.25, 3.5.8, 3.5.12-16).

2 The dialogue between Phaedra and the Nurse has been analysed from a pragmatic
perspective by Calabrese 2009, 27-43.
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speeches. Just to quote the most notable ones:

if one feeds the evil with sweet caresses and flattering words, / submits
to the yoke, it becomes too late to resist (“qui blandiendo dulce nutrivit
malum, / sero recusat ferre quod subiit iugum”, 134-5; trans. Wilson 2010,
here and below); first: want the right things, no straying. / The second is
knowing and setting a limit to one’s sins (“honesta primum est velle nec
labi via, / pudor est secundus nosse peccandi modum”, 140-1); a person who
delights in too much fortune, / who has too much already, always wants
new things (“quisquis secundis rebus exultat nimis / fluitque luxu, semper
insolita appetit”, 204-5); those who have too much power want no limits to
their power (“quod non potest vult posse qui nimium potest”, 215: perhaps
the most skillfully worked out).

The most remarkable sententia is uttered by the Nurse in her suasoria to
Hippolytus: “follow nature” (sequere naturam, 481; see above).

To eradicate insanity from Phaedra’s soul, the Nurse utters a series
of rhetorical questions, which confer a pounding pace on her speeches
through the use of anaphora or polyptoton of interrogative pronouns
(quis), adjectives (qui), and adverbs (cur).® On the other hand, rhetorical
questions are less frequent in the Nurse’s speech to Hippolytus. This
makes her suasoria less powerful than her speeches to Phaedra: indeed,
her attempt to make Hippolytus give in to love rapidly fails. The Nurse
also makes use of argumenta a fortiori: for instance, to convince Phaedra
that her nefas cannot stay hidden, the Nurse argues that if crimes cannot
go unnoticed even by husbands and parents, all the more the Sun will
discover and punish her (145-64). Again, this argument is strengthened by
two sententiae: “parents are perceptive” (sagax parentum cura est, 152); and
“women may sin unpunished, but never get off scot-free” (scelus aliqua
tutum, nulla securum tulit, 164).

Seneca’s Phaedra is not just rhetoric; it is enacted rhetoric. That is,
the controversia and the suasoria are not uttered by the authorial voice
but by a character with authorial function. Seneca mixes the two genres,
declamatio and tragedy, in order to confer a debate-like pace to the
drama. Furthermore, such a confrontation between two opposing points

3 Some examples: “poor woman, what are you doing? Why make worse the shame
of your house, / even outdoing your mother?”, (“quo, misera, pergis? quid domum in-
famem aggravas / superasque matrem?”, 142-3); “why are there not more monsters?
Why is your brother’s palace empty?” (“cur monstra cessant? aula cur fratris vacat?”,
174); “why does this pestilence choose fancy, pretentious houses, / and not creep so of-
ten into moderate hearths? / Why does a holy Venus live under lowly roofs . .. ?” (“cur
in penates rarius tenues subit / haec delicatas eligens pestis domos? / cur sancta parvis
habitat in tectis Venus . . . ?”, 209-11).
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of view is functional to the development of the plot. The Nurse deploys
all her rhetorical skill first to dissuade Phaedra from her insane love,
and then to persuade Hippolytus to embrace to love: both attempts fail.
In particular, the Nurse’s attempted dissuasio toward Phaedra fails from
an argumentative point of view; she is compelled to change rhetorical
strategy, relying more on emotion than on reason and abandoning her
role of the ‘voice of reason’* Once again, her rhetorical strategies have
no effect: it is a “dialogue de sourds” (Laurand 2012-2013, 155). But it is
the Nurse’s very failure that activates the tragic plot, which will result in
Nature’s triumph over the two main character’s unnatural excesses.

3. A Plautine Servant

As Stavros Frangoulidis argues (2009, but such a suggestion had already
been made by Grimal 1965, 17), the role of Nurse in Seneca’s Phaedra shares
many traits with the servus callidus in Plautus’ comedy. These analogies can
be traced to the metatheatrical, authorial role of both characters (obviously
in addition to the servile state of both figures). The close identification
between the clever slave and the playwright’s persona is a matter of general
agreement among scholars: his plans to cheat his master, or to help him
with his love affairs, entail a metatheatrical reflection on the comedy’s plot
and the work of the author. The most famous example of servus callidus is
Pseudolus, who breaks the stage illusion to demonstrate his total mastery of
the plot; he openly states his metatheatrical function at Ps. 399-405.

Metatheatre is a concept fruitfully applied to Seneca’s tragedies as
well, especially by Alessandro Schiesaro (2003, esp. 13-15; cf. also Boyle
2006, 208-18). In the broader sense of the term, Seneca does not use
metatheatrical devices (e.g. characters talking to the audience) that break
down the ‘fourth wall. On the other hand, Seneca’s plays show how
passions create tragedy not only as a catastrophe, but also as a play - this
is what Schiesaro defines as metadrama, viewing Thyestes as poetic creation
reflecting on the very act of creating.

The same metatheatrical, or metadramatic, function pinpointed in
Plautus’ servus callidus and in Seneca’s Thyestes can be found in Phaedra’s

1 This is, of course, another rhetorical strategy, which characterises the Nurse even
more as a skilled declaimer. Cf. Coffey and Mayer 1990, 14; Calabrese 2009, 39-40; Casa-
mento 2011, 163.

5 On the significant role played by the servus callidus in Plautine comedy, see
Fraenkel 1960, 223-41. The fundamental studies of the slave’s metatheatrical role are
Barchiesi 1969, Petrone 1983, and Slater 1985; see also Moore 1998; Sharrock 2009; 116-
40; Christenson 2019.
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Nurse as well. Relying on her psychological authority over Phaedra,
she manages to manipulate her and her actions. Such dominance goes
back to the Nurse figures of Aeschylus and Sophocles, while Euripides’
Nurse is marked more by intimacy and confidence: rather it is Phaedra
who exerts an authoritative role (Yoon 2012, 15-7)."® Stavros Frangoulidis
focuses especially on the inset play performed by the Nurse, namely the
making up of the rape by Hippolytus, comparing it to the inset plays
performed by Plautus’ scheming slaves, such as Palaestrio in Miles gloriosus
and Curculio’s eponymous parasite (Frangoulidis 2009, 411 and n23).
Furthermore, when confronted with Theseus’ unexpected arrival, the Nurse
acts exactly like the servus callidus, who takes advantage of unforeseen
events to make the plot go forward, as Tranio does in Mostellaria at
the arrival of Misargyrides (Frangoulidis 2009, 414 and n27). Again, the
assumption of a new role by the Nurse is marked by an influence on the
tragedy of a different genre.

The main difference between the two figures is in the outcome of their
plots. The forces set in motion by the Plautine slave are in conformity
with the development of the comedy’s plot, while the Nurse’s schemes
run counter to the course of events shaped by Phaedra and Hippolytus,
or rather events of which Phaedra and Hippolytus are instruments. In
Plautine comedy, the carnivalesque subversion is followed by a restoration
of the initial order at the hand of the slave; in Phaedra, the Nurse’s plans
will have a tragic outcome. But, as I will argue later, Phaedra’s ending also
involves the creation of a new order, paradoxically thanks to the Nurse’s
actions.

4. A Tragicomic Lena

Phaedra’s Nurse seems to share some traits with another comedy character,
that is, the lena, the ‘female pimp’. A lena is a woman who has been
a prostitute and now teaches the job to other young women (who are
generally her daughters from casual partners), expecting them to bring
home money for her. The most famous lenae are Cleareta in the Asinaria
and Melaenis and Lena in the Cistellaria; their presence is not limited to
comedy, as they appear in elegy as well.”

The Nurse and the lena share some features as stock characters: they

¥ Though of lower rank, the Nurse negotiates her position relative to Phaedra and
gains an authoritative role over her mistress through a pragmatic use of language (Cal-
abrese 2009, 27-43).

7 On the lena figure in comedy and other genres, see Myers 1996; Fayer 2013, 323-
75; Augenti 2018, 61-75.
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are both middle-aged or old women who exert a motherly, authoritative
role over younger main female characters; they are both experienced and
wise and give judicious advice to their pupils. But Phaedra’s Nurse seems
to be even closer to the role of procuress. In fact, she negotiates an affair
between Phaedra and Hippolytus, in the way a lena tries to persuade, or
deceive, a new client; a viable parallel is the old fruit seller in Petronius’
Satyricon.® Moreover, at some points the Nurse appears unsympathetic
towards Phaedra.® In Act 1, the Nurse makes no effort to understand
Phaedra’s passion and reproaches her harshly. When Phaedra declares her
will to kill herself, the Nurse opposes her mistress’ decision and accepts to
negotiate with Hippolytus to keep Phaedra alive. This lack of empathy is
also a common trait of comic lenae, whose only interest is in their young
girls getting paid for their job. Being a slave acting as a pimp, her role is
close to that of Scapha in Plautus’ Mostellaria.*

From a dramatic point of view, the function of the lena is to hamper
the main plot of the comedy, that is, the love story between a boy and
a prostitute, a relationship that she wants to be only occasional and
remunerative. In Phaedra’s Act 1, the Nurse seems to fulfil an analogous
role: Phaedra is in love with Hippolytus but the Nurse tries to dissuade
her; the main difference is that the Nurse obviously does not push Phaedra
towards prostitution. Later, however, the Nurse takes up the role of the lena
with the aim of promoting the love affair between Phaedra and Hippolytus.
Nevertheless, she fails once again, and instead of creating a new love, she
leads both characters to tragedy. On closer inspection, the Nurse’s actions
hamper the course of events desired by Phaedra, instead of fostering them:
in this regard, the Nurse gets even closer to the comic role of the lena,
conferring a tragicomic vibe on the play.

5. A(n Im)pious Priestess

At 406-30 there is a prayer to Diana. These verses are perhaps the most
philologically tormented of the whole play. According to all manuscripts, it
is the Nurse who delivers the prayer to the goddess, but this view has been
challenged many times (see mainly Fantham 1993; Coffey and Mayer 1990,
127; Gamberale 2007). For reasons of space I cannot run through the whole

8 Petron. 7. When asked by Encolpius where his house is, this old lady replies “this
should be your house”, revealing herself as a lena hunting for clients. On her character,
see Augenti 2018, 68-9.

¥ The Nurse is already characterised as impatient and lacking sympathy by Euripid-
es in his Hippolytus (Barrett 1964, 195-7).

0 On Scapha , see Fayer 2013, 353-8.
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issue in detail, but some observations are necessary. Among the arguments
against the attribution of the prayer to the priestess is its alleged
inappropriateness, if not impiety: calling on the goddess of chastity to
make Hippolytus give in to erotic love has been seen as more appropriate
to Phaedra’s furor (Giomini 1955a, 76-7, who nevertheless attributes the
prayer to the Nurse; Giomini 1955b, 58; Gamberale 2007, 67-8; La Bua 1999;
302-4: Mazzoli 2016, 290). Furthermore, the prayer seems to contradict the
Nurse’s requiring Phaedra to maintain her role as Hippolytus’ stepmother
(Gamberale 2007, 67). In my view, such incoherencies are consistent with
the dramatic development of the Nurse’s character.

From an intratextual perspective, Seneca depicts Diana as a goddess
of chastity: this is the role that Seneca assigns to the deity and that sets
the whole play in motion, generating the contrast with Phaedra’s insane
love. But, on closer inspection, this is how Hippolytus conceives Diana; he
operates a selection of Diana’s attributes according to his own beliefs and
tendencies. So does the Nurse, who invokes the goddess in order to lead
Hippolytus to erotic love. These two aspects are also present in Artemis/
Diana from a broader historical-religious perspective, as her cult is related
to marriage and childbirth as well.” The Nurse’s prayer is just and pious,
as sex and marriage are not forbidden by the goddess, but encouraged as
a natural function; she does not dictate life-long virginity. Such traits may
suffice to justify the content of the prayer without appealing to Phaedra’s
furor.

The inconsistency of this prayer with the Nurse’s speeches in Act 1 is
paradoxically consistent with the proteiform character of the woman. She
takes on different forms in order for her mistress not to suffer or die: such a
sudden rethinking of Phaedra’s erotic fantasy with Hippolytus fits perfectly
with the numerous changes of mind and tactics of the Nurse. Since she is
also responsible for Phaedra’s genre contaminations (declamation, comedy,
elegy), it is also consistent with the trend I am outlining in this paper: that
through the Nurse Seneca touches on another literary genre, the cletic
hymn.* In this respect, the prayer is an important part of her polymorphous

? Artemis/Diana is not just a goddess of virginity: her cult comprehends various fem-
inine rites of passage related to puberty, marriage, and childbirth. In this respect, Arte-
mis was worshipped as a goddess of fertility too. This is especially true for Artemis’
cults at Brauron and Mounichia (Giuman 1999; Léger 2017, 6-7, 12-8, 83-90, 113). The
many-breasted statue found at Ephesus is also generally interpreted as illustrating Arte-
mis’ role of goddess of fertility (Léger 2017: 45); even a Dionysian, orgiastic cult is attested
at Brauron and Halai Araphenides (Giuman 1999, 153-6, 180-3). The main sources for such
a cult are a scholion to Aristophanes (Pax 874-6) and the Suda lexicon (s.v. Bpawpcv).

2 The typical hymnic elements of this prayer are pointed out by Giomini 1955a, 76;
Boyle 1987, 163-5; La Bua 1999, 302-4; Gamberale 2007, 62-6. Elaine Fantham (1993) analyz-
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authorial role in the tragedy.

Finally, the high solemnity of the prayer has been considered more
appropriate to a queen than to a slave (Fantham 1993, 163; Gamberale 2007,
66-7). This observation must not be underestimated; nevertheless, given
the versatile and skilled nature of the Nurse, I find no difficulty with her
improvising a prayer following all the standards of a traditional cletic
hymn. Furthermore, nurses’ prayers are a topos of moralistic discourse (e.g.
Hor. Epist. 1.4.8-11; Sen. Epist. 60.1; cf. Berno 2017): the image of a nurse
praying for her pupil seems even more appropriate to the context of the
play.

If it is the Nurse who delivers the prayer to Diana, is she an impious
priestess? She may be, but only from Hippolytus’ point of view: he
envisages Diana as a goddess of chastity. The two prayers to Diana, the
one delivered by Hippolytus (54-85) and that uttered by the Nurse, simply
focus on complementary aspects of the goddess, suppressing other features
(Segal 1986, 66-7). Furthermore, Hippolytus is led to his death by his
complete refusal of the sexual sphere in the name of Nature, though this
turns out to be against the latter’s laws. Depending on the perspective,
Hippolytus’ prayer may be deemed more impious than the Nurse’s.

The Nurse’s prayer may also be a failure from Phaedra’s perspective:
instead of rousing love in the young boy, the Nurse strengthens his
misogyny and repudiation of sexual desire. But, again, it is a matter of
perspective. De facto the Nurse cooperates, albeit unconsciously, with
Nature, the ultimate plot-maker of the tragedy. From Nature’s point of
view, the Nurse is truly pious.

6. The (Anti-)Elegy of Lady Nurse

The Nurse’s speeches to Phaedra and Hippolytus rely on a number of
topoi drawn from Roman elegy, mainly from Ovid. Thus she improvises
as an elegiac poet: her role switches are signaled by the use of different
genre conventions; she takes on a role in which she fails to fit. The general
analogies between Phaedra and its elegiac model, Ovid’s fourth Heroid,
have already been analyzed (see esp. Morelli 2004, 42-64): I will focus on
the speeches delivered by the Nurse.

In her first speech to Phaedra, the Nurse endeavors to divert her
from her insanity. Dissuasion from painful love is the main topic of
Ovid’s Remedia amoris, an erotic-didascalic poem through which the

es the repetition of cletic elements to show that the prayer may be divided between Phaedra
and the Nurse, in a sort of call and response chant.
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poet teaches his audience how to recover from heartache. In this respect,
the poem is an anti-elegy: the function of the genre is subverted from
within by a (former) elegiac poet. The Nurse’s speech to Phaedra bears
many similarities with Remedia amoris, as noted by various scholars (e.g.
Giomini 1955a, 50; Grimal 1965, 48; Giancotti 1986, 21-2; Coffey and Mayer
1990, 103-4; Mayer 2002, 70; Casamento 2011, 156, 160). The call to forsake
love before it becomes unescapable (129-35) echoes a famous section of
Ovid’s poem (rem. 71-110): the Nurse’s admonishments to “extinguish the
flames”, (extingue flammas, 131) and to “restrain the flames” (compesce . .
. flammas, 165) echo Ov. rem. 53 (extinguere flammas) and 69 (conpescite
curas); both texts describe love as a voluntary yoke to throw off, e.g.
Phaedr. 135: “submits to the yoke, it becomes too late to resist”, (sero recusat
ferre quod subiit iugum; cf. Ov. rem. 91-2). The close association between
a pathological love (libido) and wealth (luxus) expressed by the Nurse
(204-8) is found again in the Remedia amoris (742-6: luxuriosus amor): not
coincidentally, Ovid uses Phaedra as an example of such a love. The image
of love creeping under the skin (subit) like subtle fire or illness is also
typical of Roman elegy (e.g. Ov. Am. 1.2.6), as is the association between
erotic and military language (the topos of the militia amoris).

The Second Act of the tragedy begins with the Nurse describing
Phaedra’s furor. Her speech, which echoes Phaedra’s self-description of Act
1 (99-128), owes a lot to the topos of love’s symptomatology, consecrated
by Sappho and Catullus, but rhetoricised by elegiac poets. Just to mention a
few of these commonplaces: young lovers cannot sleep at night (Tib. 2.4.11;
Prop. 1.1.33, 2.17.3-4, 4.3.29-42; Ov. Am. 1.2.1-4, Ars 1.735-6), refuse to eat
(Prop. 4.3.27-8; Ov. Ars 1.735-6), and have a pale complexion (Prop. 4.3.27-
8; Ov. Ars 1.729, Her. 13.23); Phaedra’s lack of care for her hair and her
wandering hither and thither resemble Laodameia’s symptomatology in
Ovid’s thirteenth Heroid (31-4). The tears streaming down her face as on ice
also find a close parallel in Ovid (Am. 1.7.57-8).

Finally, the Nurse’s speech to Hippolytus bears a number of
resemblances with elegiac poetry as well (Morelli 2004, 42-8). As the
Nurse’s dramatic role changes from opposer to assistant, literary models
also change: if in Act 1 Remedia amoris is the main reference, now the
Nurse takes up the role of a love teacher, such as that embodied by Ovid
in his Ars amatoria. In this work, as in Roman elegy in general, urban life
is the ideal setting for sane human love relationships: this is the kind of
love that the Nurse invites Hippolytus to give in to (Casamento 2011, 20-
1, 182-3). Nevertheless, the young boy rejects this urban and social world

8 The Nurse’s description does not only echo Phaedra’s words but amplifies them
(Schmidt 1995, 289-90).
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for the sake of purity and chastity.** “Why do you sleep alone?” (Cur in toro
viduo iaces?, 448) recalls the empty bed of Ariadne, abandoned by Theseus
(Ov. Her. 5.106);% the exhortations to enjoy life and erotic love as a natural
feature of youth is also a widespread topos in elegiac and erotic poetry,
with Ovid inspired by Venus herself (Ars 3.59-100).> The scene can be
understood as an attempt by an elegiac poetess to lure a reader (or better,
a listener) into her world; but, again, this attempt fails. From an elegiac
perspective, this strategy fails because such topoi are to be used by a man
who tries to seduce a woman, not by an old lady who tries to lure a young
boy (Morelli 2004, 44-6); the Nurse does not know how to employ her
knowledge. Still, the main reason for the Nurse’s failure is that Hippolytus
is too tightly tied to a perverse idea of Nature, which, in turn, will restore
its laws and cause his death: again, the Nurse unconsciously cooperates
with Nature.

7. Conclusion: the Nurse as Nature’s Dramatic Device

So far I have highlighted how the proteiform Senecan Nurse takes on
many different roles in an effort to make herself the author of a drama,
over which she ends up having no control. All of her transformations
result in a failure and in a new detour from the course of events she covets.
Whenever her role changes, Seneca diverts from the rules of tragedy,
mixing it with different genres (philosophical diatribe, declamatio, comedy,
elegy, cletic hymn), but in the end, tragedy turns up to be the main genre of
the work. The Nurse’s authorial function is both asserted and denied.
Nonetheless I would like to conclude by casting a glimmer of positive
light, however feeble, on the Nurse and the whole Senecan tragedy.” All of
the Nurse’s actions are driven by her deep affection for Phaedra. However,
she is perfectly conscious of the extent to which her mistress is a victim
of irrational and unnatural impulses: though fighting against destiny, the

>4 In the opposition between silvae and urbs Giancarlo Mazzoli envisions a corre-
spondent opposition between two literary genres, bucolic and elegiac (2016, 95-9).

% For the empty bed, compare also Prop. 3.6.23, 33.

26 The analogies and differences between the two passages are listed by Morelli 2004,
43-8

27 Francesco Giancotti (1986, 55-7) reads Phaedra in a positive, philosophically con-
structive light as well, but his inferences are quite different from, if not contrary to,
mine. Giancotti envisions a lesson about human responsibility and free choice; I argue
that Seneca’s lesson is about obeying Nature, that is, Fate. This is an unsolvable phil-
osophical problem: suffice it to say that, in his philosophical works, Seneca overlaps
freedom and determinism, for example in Vit. beat. 15.7 (“in regno sumus: deo parere
libertas est) and in Epist. 8.8 (hoc enim ipsum philosophiae servire libertas est”).
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Nurse is aware, or at least suspects, that the tragedy is unavoidable. In
the dramatic development carried out by the Nurse, the reader can see
an irreconcilable conflict between ratio and natura. However, her stifled
awareness betrays the existence of a second ratio, not in conflict but in
accordance with the laws of Nature, coinciding stoically with Fate.

The Nurse employs a sort of titanic strength in opposing a tragedy that
she knows is unavoidable. Hippolytus’ false beliefs about Nature cause him
to reject sexual energy, and this will cause his death; at the other extreme,
Phaedra’s uncontrolled erotic impulses stray from the ways of Nature, which
will overwhelm her as well in the end. Perhaps the Nurse suspects from
the beginning that all of this is inevitable, yet she chooses to side with
those who act against Nature. The Nurse’s agency contributes to Phaedra’s
and Hippolytus’ tragedy, in fact cooperating with Nature; in turn Nature,
to which the chorus chants a solemn ode (959-88), affirms its undisputed
dominance through the Nurse (cf. Mazzoli 2016, 96). This is the truth about
Nature: not an idyllic scenario, but one of violence, blood, and death (cf.
Segal 1986, chaps. 3 and 4).

Perhaps consciously, surely reluctantly, the Nurse takes up an authorial
role which is catastrophic from the point of view of the main characters,
but absolutely effective from the point of view of Nature. The Nurse
stands in between two polar furores opposing the regular course of Nature
(Giancotti 1986, 27-8). Thanks to the Nurse, Nature restores its order,
eliminating the disruptive forces represented by Hippolytus and Phaedra
in the only possible way, their death-* Seneca’s Phaedra is the tragedy of
a plural Nature, in constant conflict with itself. Nevertheless it restores her
unstable equilibrium at every step, in a process of homeostasis that nullifies
the centrifugal forces produced by Nature herself.” Given the Nurse’s
authorial function, her role as advisor of a royal character as well as an
instrument of higher forces, it is hard not to see Seneca himself lurking
behind this character.*

28 “But the gap between the different conceptions of nature expressed by Phaedra and
Hippolytus cannot truly be bridged . . . both die and it is nature to win and have the final
word, destroying those . . . who have been unable to live in opoAoyia with her universal
and unitary laws” (Mantovanelli 2008, 979, translation mine); cf. Segal 1986, 96-7. One can
argue that Phaedra’s death is not natural, as she commits suicide. Nevertheless Seneca in
his prose works endeavours to show that suicide is not an act against nature (e.g. in De
providentia and Letters 12, 58, 70, 71, just to name the most famous passages).

» Cf. Boyle 1985, 1289-304; Boyle 1987, 24 (“the framework, the structure of things,
rerum natura, remains constant”); Mazzoli 2016, 96 (“at the end of the tragedy, in fact,
the anti-system has already reverted itself into the system”, translation mine).

3° See for instance Schmidt 1995, 290.
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“Speak; I will listen”. The Body and the Words
in the Dialogue with the Nurse in Sixteenth-
Century Italian Tragedy'

Abstract

This essay examines the dialogue between the Nurse and the milk-daughter in a few
Italian tragedies composed between 1514, when Gian Giorgio Trissino wrote So-
phonisba and 1565, the year of Speroni’s Canace. In the dialogues, the essay analyses
the rhetorical construction of that common ground of communication that can be
intimate, confiding, compassionate, or, at other times, modelling and prescriptive.
Three nodes are at the centre of the investigation: 1. The relationship between Nurse
and milk-daughter involves the body. The relationship’s foundation is nourishment
and care (many of the Nurse’s interventions are due to her disposition to care). This
bond is a product of male writers’ imagination: which models drive the representa-
tion of such a visceral relationship between two women? The paper investigates how
Renaissance authors used classical models to define the Nurse’s role and function 2.
The relationship between the Nurse and the protagonist is often indicative of the epis-
temological set-up of the tragedy: what does the Nurse know/understand about her
dialogue partner? 3. The Nurse’s role in unfolding the facts is crucial in evaluating her
character in each work: she may be in line with the main diegetic thread or compete
with it. Does the Nurse’s advising construct an alternative narrative line to the un-
folding tragedy, prefiguring another possible, non-tragic narrative world? The nurse
character thus seems to associate the ancillary position with a symbolic and relational
density only partially investigated so far.

Keyworbps: Italian Renaissance tragedy; wet nurse; Sophonisba; Rosmunda; Orbecche;
imitation; mother-daughter relationship

Introduction

This study analyses only a few texts within the variegated panorama of early
16th-century tragic production; however, it aims to provide an analysis of
the Nurse’s character easily extendable to other texts. I will focus on works
that belong to the first decades of Neoclassical tragedy writing in Italy, par-

*“Orsu dite, che ascolto”. From Pietro Aretino, La Orazia (1546) 1.431 (translation
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ticularly representative in themselves as well as influential on the later tra-
dition. The selection of works is in line with the sixteenth-century editori-
al workshop illustrated in the Prologue to Ludovico Dolce’s Ifigenia (1551;
Cremante 1988, ix-x): Sophonisba, Rosmunda, Orbecche, Canace will be the
objects of inquiry in the following pages.

My main claims are the following: first, the relationship between the
Nurse and the milk daughter is indicative of the epistemological set-up of
the tragedy. The Nurse is a collateral character, supportive of and in dia-
logue with the main characters. Her presence in the scene elicits the female
character’s words, her narrative, or the expression of her feelings. Precisely
because of her position in the tragedy, the degree of her involvement in the
action, and her direct relationship with the milk daughter, the Nurse en-
dows the tragic action with expectations, judgements, hopes and emotions.
In some cases, the Nurse can catch aspects of the milk daughter hidden even
to the latter. Sometimes she understands what is going on and can coun-
sel wisely, as in Giovanni Rucellai’s Rosmunda (1516). In other cases, biases
and prescriptive intentions compromise her vision, as in the case of Giovan
Battista Giraldi Cinzio’s Orbecche (1545). In conformity with the classical
models, the Nurse is entrusted with “a counter-singing function to the pro-
tagonist” (Cremante 1988, 185). The ‘counter-song’ may serve to reassure
and console the main character (in Gian Giorgio Trissino’s Sophonisba, 1514-
15 and Speroni’s Canace), to discuss her positions or decisions (in Rucellai’s
Rosmunda), thereby enabling the development and fulfilment, the expansion
of the tragic character.

Second, I argue that the role of the Nurse in the events is crucial to assess
her character. She may appear aligned with the main diegetic line, or she may
be in competition with it: in that case, her advice/opinion constructs an al-
ternative narrative line, thereby prefiguring another possible narrative world
(in Speroni Speroni’s Canace, 1541) the Nurse tries to save her milk daughter
form condemnation and death, in Rucellai’s Rosmunda the tragic and idealis-
tic character is counter-balanced by a pragmatic and effective Nurse).

My third claim is that in Italian literary works from the first half of the six-
teenth century, the Nurse is a character still in the process of being defined,
and this condition gives a space to elaborate models of affectivity between
women. The tragedies of the 16th century offer a seemingly stable represen-
tation of the character; however, despite this appearance, the Nurse’s charac-
ter can vary in her attitudes and functions both in the plot and the dialogue
with the milk-daughter. At the outset, the character’s relationship with the
milk-daughter is firmly based on the physical bond, often translated in on-
stage gestures. Later, the character develops a kind of intellectualization of
her role and attitude in the play.

I also want to argue that adaptation of the ancient models to the new
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audience could be labelled as a “returning interference”. In this interference,
early Italian tragic models cooperate in adapting classical models to the
target context. Italian tragedy in the 16th century is a form consisting of
texts with a dense interdiscursive structure. It is composed of highly codi-
fied texts, which reproduce a sort of genre grammar involving the plot and
the rhetorical composition. Despite the varying degrees of adherence to the
models, the classical texts — the Greek tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides
and those of Seneca — were the main benchmarks. Soon, however, the Italian
tragedians also began to quote one another: the first tragedies became the
reference point for the later works. Earlier Italian tragedians’ works, then,
influenced the translations of the Greek classics. Early Italian tragedies func-
tioned as a filter in the re-reading, translation, and adaptation, of ancient
texts. A study on Italian Renaissance tragedy needs to consider this gen-
eral framework, with all the complexities deriving from “the accumulation
of super-significations, the interference of quotations, the incessant play of
superimpositions, of memories, animating . . . a centrifugal movement that
continuously complicates the structure of the tragedy” (Cremante 1988, 11).2

The classical models used for the nurses in Italian tragedy represent many
kinds of relationships (male-female, or lovers, sister-sister, mother-daughter,
nurse-milk-daughter). Due to the prestige of the reference texts, tradition
has a modelling power. The models are those offered by tradition, and au-
thors easily interpret the nurse-daughter relationship by applying the mod-
els of other relationships between women (mother-daughter, sisters) involv-
ing care, affection and bodily bonding. The way the playwright describes the
bodily bond is a product of a male writers’ imagination: what models drive
the representation of such a visceral relationship between two women? My
last claim is that other types of relationships play a role in fashioning the
bond, such as the relationship between sisters, Dido and Anna in the Aeneid,
and between a mother and daughter, as in the case of Hecuba and Polyxe-
na in Euripides’ Hecuba: the pair Hecuba-Polissena probably constituted a
model for the physical representation of the mother (or nurse)-daughter pair.
The use of ancient models overrides the consistency of the content choice
of the model (the nurse is neither a sister nor a mother). There are elements,
however, that function as a constant, allowing the transition from one figure
to the other: nurturing (the sisters, of flesh or milk, were likely nourished to-
gether or from the same source); the availability of physical contact; and the
profound bond that these two elements produce (e.g., expressed through the
desire to die together). Another model, the heterosexual love bond, overlaps
with the sisterly pair and the Nurse and milk-daughter pair. Textual expres-

>T use Cremante’s account of Sophonisba as a general description of the overall tra-
dition of Renaissance Italian tragedy.
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sions migrate from the general love context to the more specific context of
the bond between women. This is another manifestation of the process of
progressive shifts and adaptation from gestures and words borrowed from
other relational contexts (as in the case of Alcestis and the Inamoramento de
Orlando by Boiardo in Sophonisba, see below).

A couple of milk sisters, Sofonisba and Erminia in Trissino’s Sophonisba,
are at the start of our journey.

1. Sophonisba by Gian Giorgio Trissino

Gian Giorgio Trissino’s Sophonisba is the first tragedy in the vernacular of
explicit classical inspiration in early modern times.* The author is counted
among those labelled by Herrick “the Grecians” for their specific imitation of
Greek models (Herrick 1965, 45); scholar, grammarian, critic, poet, dramatist
and courtier, Gian Giorgio Trissino (1478-1550) is one of the most notable
intellectuals of the first half of the 16" century. Sophonisba was probably
conceived under the influence of the group of the Orti Oricellari, who at the
time were cultivating the study of ancient Greek and already dedicated to
rediscovering ancient theatre (Pieri 1980, 96-7; Cosentino 2003, 63-71). It was
composed in Rome in 1514-1515, offered to Leo X in 1518, circulated in man-
uscript and published in Rome in July 1524 (Cremante 1988, 3; Gallo 2019).
Sophonisba presents a pair of milk sisters who take on many traits that,
in tradition, are those of the Nurse-milk daughter pair; the two characters
will become a model of that relationship in later Italian tragedies. Very dif-
ferent classical and Romance models contribute to constructing the dialogue
between the two women: the Dido and Anna couple in the Aeneid, the Ad-
metus-Alcestis couple in Euripides’ Alcestis, but also the Tisbina and Iroldo
couple in Matteo Maria Boiardo’s Inamoramento de Orlando. The words indi-
cating physical contact function as stage directions, and the corporeal bond
is crucial, particularly in the staged death of the main character Sofonisba.
Written in unrhymed hendecasyllables, Sophonisba recounts an event
which occurred during the Second Punic War. The young protagonist who
gives her name to the tragedy is the daughter of the Carthaginian Hasdrub-
al and wife of Siface, king of the Massesilians, allied with Carthage. After
the capture of her husband in the clash with the Romans, she fears falling
into the hands of the enemy. Massinissa, the Numidian king, her former
betrothed, is in love with her. He tries to save her by proposing marriage.

3 I quote from the selection of Italian tragedies edited by Renzo Cremante (Creman-
te 1988). I reproduce the text of Cremante’s edition, Greek characters ¢ and o excluded,
which are in the original, and part of Trissino’s proposal for spelling reform. Here and
henceforth translations are mine.
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However, the Romans oppose the plan: Massinissa himself supplies Sofonis-
ba with poison, with which she commits suicide.*

There is no specific nurse among the characters, but a milk sister and
sister-in-law, Erminia. Nonetheless, the character of Erminia and her rela-
tionship with Sophonisba are crucial to the later development of the nurse
character, for the following reasons: firstly, according to Cremante, Erminia
is modelled on the Nurse of classical tragedy (Cremante 1988, 36). The dia-
logue between the protagonist and her sister allows the character to explain
her reasons, as in the dialogue between Medea and the Nurse in Euripid-
es’ Medea, in Euripides’ Hippolytus (176ff.), where the dialogue is placed at
the beginning of the stage action, and in Seneca’s Phaedra (84ft., after Hip-
polytus’ monologue). Secondly, in Appian 8.28, one of Trissino’s sources,
Sofonisba takes the poison in the presence of the Nurse (Cremante 1988,
36). Thirdly, the milk bond between Erminia and Sofonisba becomes stron-
ger and stronger in the course of the tragedy, since Sofonisba, before her
death, will entrust her little son to her. Erminia becomes a sort of nurse: “Mi
sforzero di far cio che volete, / per rimaner nutrice al vostro filjo / Et a la
madre serva, non che nuora” (Trissino, Soph. 1827-9; “I will strive to do what
you want, / to be a nurse to your child / and servant and daughter-in-law to
your mother”); and Sofonisba: “In questo me¢o a I'unico mio filio, / vivendo
tu, non manchera la madre” (Trissino, Soph. 1797-8; “At this time my only
son, while you live, will not lack a mother”). Sharing milk is the first physical
element that Erminia and Sofonisba mention in the opening dialogue - “sian
nutrite insieme” (Trissino, Soph. 14; “we were fed together”). Fourthly, the
opening of Sophonisba will serve as a model for many later tragedies, in
which Erminia’s place will be taken by the Nurse: the Sofonisba-Erminia
couple provides an early example of the language of relationship, care and
support that would be imitated and further developed in the following years.

In Erminia’s presence, Sofonisba needs to pour out her heart - “si sfuoga
ragionando il cuore” (Trissino, Soph. 21; “speaking, the heart pours out”).
The need to speak opens the prologue, which works as a threshold of the
tragic action and a technical tool for reconstructing the events that will lead
to the tragic event. Sofonisba’s words insist on the semantic area of pain:
“molesta” (“harasses”), “dolor” (“sorrow”), “martiri” (“torments”). They also
focus on the need to externalize - “disfogare” (“to vent”), “manifestando”
(“expressing”), “narrando” (“telling you”) — what is inside “cuor” (“heart”),
“ingombra” (“occupies”) (Trissino, Soph. 1-7). Conversely, Erminia’s words
insist on their bonding, both on a level of disparity and equality — “Regina”
(“Queen”), “amor” (“love”), “sorella” (“sister”); on feelings — “v’ami” (“I love

*+ The sources of the storyline are Livy, Ab urbe condita, 30, 12-15 and Appian 8.10-28
(Cremante 1988, 8; Cosentino 2003, 140).
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you”), “si dolja . . . de i vostri mali” (Trissino, Soph. 8-12; “grieves for your
misfortunes”; and again on the act of bringing forth — “sfogate” (“vent”),
“parlar” (“speak”). The occasion for narrating the antecedent is rooted in the
relationship between the two women: Sofonisba seeks an outlet, but at the
same time, she is also looking for a way to tidy up well-known unhappy facts
— “[martiri] i quali ad uno ad un voljo narrarti” (Trissino, Soph. 7; “torments
that I want to narrate to you one by one”): because you love me, she tells her,
I want to reason more extensively with you, I will repeat things you already
know because by reasoning, one’s heart receives relief.

In analysing the scene of Sophonisba’s suicide onstage, scholars have
discussed the similarity between Dido’s and Sofonisba’s characters (Ferroni
1980, 183-4, and Cosentino 2003, 141-2). Modelled on the Dido-Anna couple,
the physical bond between the two women only returns at the moment of the
protagonist’s death: in the dialogue, during her agony (Trissino, Soph. 1723-
979), Erminia is experiencing the grief as a sister, but she also lingers over the
depth and physicality of the love bond that unites her to the dying Sofonisba.
Erminia declares that she wants to die — “voljo venir, voljo venir anch’io /
a star con voi sotterra” (Trissino, Soph. 1727-8; “I want to come, I want to
come and be buried with you”). Sofonisba recalls the love that binds her to
all the women who now accompany her in death. The women in the chorus
guarantee the lustral rite of tears and the care of memory — “ond’orneren la
vostra sepoltura / de le lacrime nostre e de’ capelli” (Trissino, Soph. 1748-9;
“we shall adorn your burial with our tears and our hair”).” When Sofonisba
entrusts Erminia with the care of her little son, the task takes on a political
implication: “fia forse ristauro a la sua gente” (Trissino, Soph. 1800; “will
perhaps be a chance of salvation for his people”). Erminia laments her sister
with words similar to those used in Virgil — “Tosto m’havete, tosto aban-
donata!” (Trissino, Soph. 1910; “Quickly you have abandoned me!”); “Ben
dovevate, ben chiamarmi alhora, / crudel, quando il venen vi fu recato / . .
. che morte insieme / allor saremmo in un medesmo punto / e gite in com-
pagnia ne laltra vita” (Trissino, Soph. 1772-6; “You should well have called
me then, cruel one, when the poison was brought to you . . . Then we would
have died together at the exact moment and would have gone to the next life
together”). Just like Anna, Erminia clasps Sofonisba to her breast at the last
moment: “SOPHONISBA Accostatevi a me, voljo appoggiarmi, / ch’io mi sen-
to mancare . . . HERMINIA Appoggiatevi sopra 'l mio petto” (Trissino, Soph.
1893-6; “SopHONISBA Come near me, [ want to lean on you, because I feel I
am dying . . . HERMINIA Lean on my breast”).®

5 For the meaning of the hair on the tomb, Cremante recalls Eur. EL 448-52 and Alc.
101-3, Cremante 1988, 143.
°® Anna reproaches Dido for having abandoned her (“quid primum deserta quaer-
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Trissino also draws the words to describe affection and loss from an erot-
ic context: in addition to the memory of Petrarch’s RVF (which, however, is
not a poetic model connected to a specific semantic area), the author also re-
members the episode of Tisbina and Iroldo from Matteo Maria Boiardo’s In-
amoramento de Orlando (Cremante 1988, 143-4):

Dove & I'amor che me portavi, e dove
E quel che spesso soleva iurare:

Che se tu avesti un ciel, o tuti nove,
Non vi potresti me sanza habitare ?
Hor te pensi de andar nelo Inferno,

E me lasciar in terra in pianto eterno?
(Boiardo, InOr1 12 53, 3-8)

[Where is that love you had, and where / is that which made you often swear / if
you ruled one, or all nine spheres, you could not live without me there? Do you
plan to go to hell / and leave me to lament eternally on earth? (Boiardo 2004)]

With similar words, Erminia asks Sofonisba:

Crudele, hor non sapete il nostro amore,
E quante volte anchor m’havete detto
Che se voi su nel ciel fossi Regina,

Il starvi senza me vi saria noja?

Hor vi pensate andare ad altra vita

E me lasciare in un continuo pianto!
(Trissino, Soph. 1764-9)

[Cruel one, you do not know our love, and how many times you have told me again
that if you were Queen up in heaven, to be without me would be a grief to you?
Now do you think of going to another life leaving me in a continuous weeping!]

The Euripides’ Admetus-Alcestis dialogue is working underneath the Italian
text, as well. The author interweaves the words of Tisbina with Admetus’s
words on the dying Alcestis, especially in the lines where Erminia imagines
her life without Sofonisba. Erminia will speak with the shadow of Sophonis-
ba (Trissino, Soph. 1835-8, Eur. Alc. 348-54). In Alcestis, Admetus fantasizes

ar?” Aen. 4.677) and for not choosing her as a companion in death (“comitemne soro-
rem / sprevisti moriens?”, Aen. 4.677-8): had she done so, the same pain at the same
time would have torn them both from life (“idem ambas ferro dolor atque eadem hora
tulisset”, Aen. 4.679); yet, by killing herself, Anna tells her, Dido has also brought death
to her sister (“Extinxti te meque, soror”, Aen. 4.682). After washing the wounds, Anna
focuses on Dido’s mouth: she wants to catch with her lips one last breath of life (“ex-
tremus si quis super halitus errat / ore legam”, Aen. 4.684-5). While uttering words of
sorrow she clasps her sister to her breast (“semianimemque sinu germanam amplexa
fovebat / cum gemitu”, Aen. 4.686-7).
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about embracing the statue of his wife on the nuptial bed; in both texts,
it is “freddo conforto” (Trissino, Sofon. 1838) and “mouypdwv . . . tépmow”
(Eur. Alc. 353; “chill delight”, Euripides 1988, 91]; Erminia hopes Sofonis-
ba will visit her in dreams, to console her: “Ch’elj’é piacere assai vedere in
sogno / Cosa che s’ami e che ci sia negata” (Trissino, Soph. 1842-33; “it is a
great pleasure to see in a dream something we love and that is denied to us”).
Admetus also wished to see Alcestis in a dream for the same reason: “Rév
Y&p @idovg kv vukti Aevocely, Ovtv'av mopfl xpovov” (Eur. Ale. 355-6;
“for sweet it is, by night, to look on loved ones, for as long as they may stay”,
Euripides 1988, 93). The erotic semantics is toned down but it still remains
explicit. Erminia speaks of “nostro amore” (Trissino, Soph. 1764; “our love”),
the beloved who took the poison only for herself is “crudele” (Trissino, Soph.
1773; “cruel”). She recalls when her friend told her that even if she had been
Queen in heaven, it would have been painful for her to give up Erminia’s
company (Trissino, Soph. 1765-7). Within this staged death, the represen-
tation of the affection between two milk-sisters amplifies the suffering and
elicits the emotional involvement of the audience; the author describes the
affection between the two women with the tools provided by literary tradi-
tion in expressing love between a man and a woman. A few more examples:
to seal her persuasive speech to Sofonisba so that she won’t kill herself, Er-
minia says: “Perché, vivendo tu, non moro in tutto, / Anzi vive di me 'ottima
parte (Trissino, Soph. 1817-18; “Because, if you live, I will not entirely die, /
Indeed, the best part of me will live”); the line is taken from Petrarch RVF
CCCXXXI 43-5, but the meaning is reversed: “Bello et dolce morire era allor
quando, / morend’io, non moria mia vita inseme / anzi vivea di me ’optima
parte” (Petrarch 2001; “How nice and sweet if I had died then; when dying
my life would not have died with me - rather, the best of me would have
lived on”). Again, Sofonisba’s words: “Herminia mia, tu sola a questo tempo
/ Mi sei padre, fratel, sorella e madre” (Trissino, Soph. 1875-6; “My Herminia,
only you now / are my father, brother, sister and mother”), are the words of
Andromache to Hector (4.429-30), the words of a woman to a man.

These words indicating physical contact function as stage directions for
the gestures of the two characters and they occur only at the moment of
death: “Appoggiatevi pur sopra 'l mio petto” (Trissino, Soph. 1896; “Lean on
my breast”) Erminia says to Sophonisba, at the last moment and “alzate il viso
a questo che vi bascia” (Trissino, Soph. 1902; “lift your face to this one who
kisses you”). Erminia’s pain is in her body: “corpo, a che non ti schianti?”
(Trissino, Soph. 1956; “body, why don’t you crash?”); “Ma son di carne, e s’io
fosse anco pietra, / penso che sentirei questo dolore” (Trissino, Soph. 1972-3;
“But I am of flesh, and if I were of stone, I think I would feel this pain”).

The relationship between two women described and employed in the So-
phonisba will become an essential model in the representation of the bond
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between Nurse and milk-daughter and will be amplified by the interference
from other sources. Later tragedies will also deepen the representation on
stage, in words and gestures, of the profound symbolic meaning of the bodi-
ly bond linking Nurse and milk daughter.

2. Rosmunda by Giovanni Rucellai

Probably completed in 1516, Rosmunda by Giovanni Rucellai (1475-1543)
was performed in the Orti Oricellari while Pope Leo X was in Florence (Sim-
onetta 2017). It shares the metrical and significant structural innovations of
the Sophonisba. Trissino and Rucellai probably collaborated on composing
it (Herrick 1965, 57 calls Rucellai a “friendly rival of Trissino”; Ferroni 1980,
167-8, Cremante 1988, 165-6). This collaboration helped to create the rhetor-
ical fabric of locutions, stylistic elements, quotations, and intertextual allu-
sions characteristic of 16™-century vernacular tragedy. Sophonisba gradually
became a recognised model for later tragedians, perceived at the same level
of the classics (Cremante 1988, 167).

In Rosmunda, the Nurse has a counter-singing role that enacts a second
diegetic line which contrasts with the one proposed by the tragic character
Rosmunda: where Rosmunda is led by the reasons of her heart, first to give
her father a proper burial and then to kill herself, the Nurse leads her, instead,
towards life, the resolution of a political problem and revenge. In this conflict-
ual relationship between the Nurse and the milk daughter, the latter mentions
the profound and visceral bond with the Nurse. She activates a mechanism
that will also be found in Giraldi Cinzio’s Orbecche and Canace: the contrastive
overlapping of the two timelines of present and past, of the care given to the
newborn and that given to the corpse after death (in this case only imagined).
The antagonistic construction of the Nurse’s character makes it possible to
stage a tragic character within a work with a happy ending.

A popular Longobard legend (appearing in many other texts, from Paolo
Diacono’s Historia longobardorum to the novellas of Matteo Bandello) pro-
vided the storyline. Treated freely by the author (Cremante 1988, 171), the
story tells of Rosmunda, daughter of the Gepid king Cunimondo, whose fa-
ther was killed in a clash with the Longobard troops of King Alboin. While
burying her father, Rosmunda is taken prisoner and then persuaded by her
nurse to accept Alboin’s marriage proposal. In doing so, she has to face the
brutality of the king, who forces her to drink from her father’s skull during
the wedding feast. She faints on stage. In the meantime, the nurse makes
Almachilde (Rosmunda’s former betrothed) dress up as a woman and enter
Alboin’s chamber to behead him. The nurse personally lays the revenge plot,
like the servant character in the comedies. This innovative role of the nurse
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is a distinctive feature of this drama (see also Cosentino 2003, 146-7).

In the first scene, Rosmunda and the Nurse are on the battlefield, where
the Longobards have just defeated the Gepids. Rosmunda’s words open the
nocturnal conversation, consistent with the solemn service she is about to
perform: the burial to the body of her father who fell in battle.

Tempo ¢ ormai, or che ’l profondo sonno,
Vestitosi el sembiante de la morte,

Di quiete e silenzio el mondo ingombra,
Sciogliendo con dolcissimo riposo

Dalle fatiche e da’ pensier del giorno
Ogni omo, ogni animal mite e selvaggio.
(Rucellai, Rosm. 1-6)

[The time has come, now that deep sleep, / Clothed in the appearance of
death, / Clothes the world in stillness and silence, / Dissolving with sweet-
est repose / Every man, every meek and wild animal / From the toils and
thoughts of the day.]’

If the victorious enemies are experiencing a natural sleep, the bodies of those
fallen in battle and cluttering up the field are in a very different rest, that
of a non-metaphorical death.The juxtaposition of sleep and death amplifies
the memory of Aeneid 4.522-8. As in Apollonius of Rhodes (Apollonius Arg.
3.744-50), the context in the Aeneid is erotic: in both texts, two women, re-
spectively Medea and Dido, are unable to sleep when everyone is asleep,
thinking of their beloved. On the other hand, in Rosmunda, Rosmunda wakes
up driven by filial love to carry out her macabre task (Rucellai, Rosm. 15;
“officio extremo”): for three nights in a row Rosmunda has been turning
over the dead one by one, searching for her father’s body (on the similarities
between Rosmunda and Antigone, see Pieri 1980, 99-100).

Rosmunda urges the nurse to her task, calling her “nutrice e madre” (Ru-
cellai, Rosm. 9; “nurse and mother”) “infirma e vecchia” (Rucellai, Rosm. 14;
“infirm and old”). The Nurse has a guiding, rather than supporting, role,
since she is the bearer of a different value system. Rosmunda understands
the Nurse’s arguments and submits to them; at the same time, idealistic rea-
sons lead her to expose herself to danger or make her fantasize about suicide.
This setup prevents the expression of the emotional bond in the dialogues.
The Nurse’s concern for Rosmunda’s safety is based on political consider-
ations (Pieri 1980, 100 calls it “practical wisdom”). The Nurse is clear about
the significance and value of Rosmunda’s body on the political stage: the
queen is “unica speme al nostro regno” (Rucellai, Rosm. 16; “only hope for
our kingdom”). She is a “fanciulla adorna e bella” (Rucellai, Rosm. 21; “ele-

7 All quotations are from Cremante 1988. All translations are mine.
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gant and beautiful maiden”), in the prime of her life. For this reason, she is a
tempting prey for enemies who might rape or kill her “per estinguer la tua
famosa stirpe, / che ancora ne la tua vita si riserba” (Rucellai, Rosm. 29-30;
“to extinguish your illustrious lineage that is still preserved in your being
alive”). For the Nurse, Rosmunda’s body has a particular value since the lin-
eage proceeds through her. She urges her to flee and find allies to avenge her
father rather than continue trying to bury him: for her father’s shadow, she
says, it is not so much important to be buried as to be avenged. In the Nurse’s
speeches there is a reflection on political conduct, on the contrast between
ideal and concrete, politically compelling motivations, which have prompted
some scholars to talk of Rosmunda’s ‘protomachiavellism’.®

The only moment in the relationship between Rosmunda and the Nurse
that is more physical coincides with the tragic climax of the play, just before
Rosmunda faints (shortly before, she was forced to drink from her father’s
skull during the wedding banquet). At this point, Rosmunda becomes a trag-
ic heroine. She challenges the Nurse and gives vent to her anguish and rage
at the offence she has received from the tyrant. She addresses the Nurse thus:
“tu che col tuo seno mi nutristi” (Rucellai, Rosm. 1048; “you who with your
breast fed me”) recalling the moment when she came out of her mother’s
unhappy womb. Rosmunda says to the Nurse: “da’ sepulcro a chi gia desti el
lacte” (Rucellai, Rosm. 1052; “bury the one to whom you already gave milk”).
Rosmunda’s words overlap two temporal lines, present and past. As in later
Italian tragedies, e.g., in Giraldi Cinzio’s Orbecche, when the daughter’s life
is in danger, the memory of the past relationship, when the daughter was a
breast-fed baby, and the fear of death appears in their discourse, along with
the fantasy about the destiny of the body after life. The present is tragic,
while the memory of the past recalls care and initiation into life. In the pres-
ent, Rosmunda is expecting to die and will need burial, whereas in the past
the focus was on the Nurse’s loving care for the new-born child. Breastfeed-
ing and burial, origin and end: the Nurse’s breast and hands are meant to
manage both life and death.

In the tragedy, Rosmunda fails to die: she invokes death but faints on
stage shortly before Almachilde’s arrival. The apparent death constitutes the
possible tragic ending, the one that the character of Rosmunda (following
in the footsteps of Trissino’s Sophonisba) had set and desired from the be-
ginning. The winning course of action, however, is not tragic: through the
intervention of the nurse, Almachilde kills the tyrant Alboin.

To emphasise the life/death contrast and the nurturing role of the nurse,

8 Bruscagli 2011 uses the label referring to the character of Alboino. I think Rosmun-
da’s Nurse is another example, perhaps a more interesting one because it allows com-
parison of Sofonisba’s and Rosmunda-Nurse’s motivations for action.
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the tragedy is constructed as a circle: at the beginning of the play Rosmunda
is searching for the body of her father killed in battle, to give him burial; at
the end, when shattered by grief, she asks for her own burial, and for her
ashes to be collected in her father’s skull “accio che in quel medesmo loco /
Abbin lor fine unde ebbon nascimento” (1058-9; “so that in that same place
they may have their end where they were born”).

Rosmunda, then, reverses the tragic message of Sophonisba. The hunted
queen chooses death as an absolute value, a radical gesture of freedom;
Rosmunda would like to do the same: faced with the tyrant’s cruelty, she
would like to break loose by committing suicide. However, the Nurse’s
intervention prevents her. The Nurse takes on the central role to provide
contact with the concrete and rational aspects of life. Significantly, the tragic
character Rosmunda mentions the corporeal bond with the Nurse: only the
entirely tragic dimension seems to leave symbolic space to elaborate on the
affective and existential meaning of such bond.

3. Orbecche by Giovan Battista Giraldi Cinzio

In five acts, performed in 1541 in the author’s house in the presence of the Duke
of Ferrara, Ercole II, and printed in 1543, Orbecche by Giovan Battista Giraldi
Cinzio (1504-1573) was conceived in Ferrara, a few decades later than Sophonis-
ba and Rosmunda (Cremante 1988, 263-4; Foa 2001). In this tragedy the physical
relationship between the Nurse and the milk-daughter is most impressive.

Orbecche reaches the highest degree of physical involvement in the rela-
tionship between the Nurse and the milk daughter to activate the audience’s
empathy, particularly the female audience. In the description of the death
of the protagonist on stage, the memory of Virgil’s Dido and Sofonisba is
present. The exceptional involvement of the body deepens the mechanism
of the contrastive overlapping of the two timelines already seen in Rosmun-
da. At the same time, however, the Nurse who can console and grieves for
her daughter’s death is also particularly unable to empathise with the fears
expressed by Orbecche as the tragedy unfolds. The tragic character stands
alone in facing grief and death, and the function of the Nurse remains that of
reacting to what is an unexpected turn of events for her.

Orbecche originated under the banner of formal experimentalism: the au-
thor himself acknowledges the work’s innovation due to the need to adapt
the tragic genre to contemporary times, leaving Tragedy itself to speak at
the end of the play:

... senza alcun biasimo lece
Che da nova materia e novi nomi
Nasca nova Tragedia.
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... che ben pazzo fora

Colui il qual, per non por cosa in uso

Che non fosse in costume appo gli antichi,
Lasciasse quel che "1 loco e ’l tempo chiede
Senza disnor. E s’io non sono in tutto
Simile a quelle antiche, é ch’io son nata
Testé da padre giovane e non posso
Comparir se non giovane; ma forse

Potra levare il dispiacer ch’avrai

Del mio grave dolor, la verde etade.
(Giraldi, Orb. 3174-90)

[. .. without any blame, it is allowed that from new matter and new names
a new tragedy is born. . . . because he would be a fool who would leave out
what time and place require without dishonour, just so as not to put some-
thing into use that was not in the custom of the ancients. And if I am not in
all things like the ancients, it is because I was born now of a young father and
cannot appear but young; but perhaps green age may remove the sorrow of
my grievous suffering.]’

Giraldi argued for the effectiveness of tragedy as an instrument of learning
and a form of entertainment, despite the sorrowful subject matter of the play:

la Tragedia ha anco il suo diletto et in quel pianto si scuopre un nascoso pi-
acere, che il fa dilettevole a chi ’ascolta et tragge gli animi alla attentione et
gli empie di maraviglia; la quale gli fa bramosi di apparare col mezzo dell’hor-
rore et della compassione quello che non fanno, cio ¢ di fuggire il vitio et di
seguir la virtu, oltre che la conformita c’ha 'essere humano col lagrimevole,
gli induce a mirar voluntieri quello spettaculo che ci da inditio della natura
nostra, et fa che ’humanita che € in noi ci da ampia materia di haver compas-
sione alle miserie degli afflitti.

(Giraldi Cinzio 2002, 223-4)

[Tragedy also has its delight, and in that weeping, a hidden pleasure is dis-
covered, which makes it delightful to those who listen to it, draws their minds
to attention, and fills them with wonder; which makes them eager to learn
through horror and compassion what they do not do, that is, to flee from evil
and to follow virtue, as well as the correspondence of the human being with
the mournful, induces them to willingly look at that spectacle that gives us an
indication of our nature, and makes the humanity that is in us give us ample
opportunity to have compassion for the wretchedness of the afflicted.]

Pleasure and learning pass through compassion. There is a quotation here,
probably from the first words of Boccaccio’s Decameron: “Umana cosa e

o All quotations are from Cremante 1988. All translations are mine.
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avere compassione degli afflitti” (“To take pity on people in distress is a
human quality”), and the author takes particular care to amplify the effect
and pathetic outcome of the tragic scenes. In Orbecche the Nurse has pre-
cisely this function: she is a ‘low’ character, and her low status makes her
unsuitable, in Giraldi’s opinion, for a leading tragic role (Giraldi criticised
Speroni’s Canace precisely for having the Nurse die, Bruscagli 1983, 131); at
the same time, her character is fundamental on stage precisely because it ac-
tivates identification and emotional participation. As we shall see, represent-
ing physical relations (probably through gestures of affection on stage) is the
primary tool for achieving this effect. The prologue of Orbecche opens with
the word “wonder” (“Essere non vi dee di maraviglia”, Giraldi, Orb. 1) and
gives special prominence to the female audience, who should be the first to
leave the hall to keep away from the painful scenes contained in the tragedy:

Oime, come potran le menti vostre

Di pieta piene e d’amorosi affetti,

E sovra tutti di voi, donne, avezze

Ne’ giochi, ne’ diletti e ne’ solazzi

E di natura dolci e dilicate,

Non sentir aspra angoscia, a udir si strani
Infortunii, si gravi e si crudeli,

Quai sono quei che deono avenire oggi?
Come potranno i vostri occhi, lucenti
Piu che raggi del sol, veder tai casi

E cosi miserabili e si tristi

L’un sovra laltro, e rattenere il pianto?
(Giraldi, Orb. 37-48)

[Alas, how can your minds full of pity and loving affection, and especially
you, women, accustomed to games, pleasures and amusements, and by na-
ture sweet and delicate, not feel bitter anguish at hearing such strange, grave
and cruel misfortunes as those that are to come today? How can your eyes,
shining brighter than the sun’s rays, see such miserable and sad cases one
upon another, and hold back tears?]

The audience of the tragedy “scuopre un nascoso piacere” (“discover a hid-
den pleasure”) in grieving; that’s why, in the words of Tragedy, the female
audience appears to be the privileged vehicle of circulating emotions. Giral-
di indirectly dedicates a tragedy with a female protagonist to women: the
women “di natura dolci e dilicate” bring to mind the dedicatees of Boccac-
cio’s Decameron in the “Prologo”, “dilicate donne” who have “dilicati petti”
(Boccaccio 1995, 68; “fragile breasts”). According to Franca Angelini, “theo-
retical accommodations always come after an experiment that has already
been performed. Therefore, it occurs in reference to a practice of both writ-
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ing and representation” (Angelini 1986, 84). The author can argue for the
efficacy of tragedy and the role of the feminine as a vehicle of emotions, on
the ground of his own experience and observation.

The story told in Orbecche concerns the daughter of Sulmone, king of Per-
sia, Orbecche, who has secretly married Oronte, an officer of her father’s, and
had two children by him. When the father discovers the marriage, he kills the
husband and the children by a trick and offers the remains to the young bride
as a wedding gift. She, in turn, kills her father and then takes her own life.

The dialogue between Orbecche and the Nurse opens the second act, the
actual beginning of the stage action (in Senecan style, the first act is entrust-
ed to the voices of Nemesis, the Fury, and the shadow of Selina, Sulmone’s
wife, who narrate the antecedent). Trissino’s Sophonisba offers a model for
the dialogue: the maiden complains of a terrible worry, which causes her to
lament the instability of fortune and how “vicin al riso €& sempre il pianto”
(Giraldi, Orb. 385; “close to joy there is always weeping”). The Nurse urges
her to reveal what is troubling her: the lamentations pierce her heart (Gi-
raldi, Orb. 409) and make her “tremar . . . insino a ’ossa” (Giraldi, Orb. 415;
“tremble . . . to the bone”). The maiden decides to speak:

Non perch’io speri al mio languir rimedio,
Ma perché il core pur respira alquanto

Ne l'isfogar le gravi angoscie interne,
Dirotti la cagion del mio gran male.
(Giraldi, Orb. 419-22)

[Not because I hope to have a remedy for my grieving but because my heart
breathes a little in venting the grave internal anguish, I will tell you the cause
of my great sorrow.]

The heart “breathes” like a living body, and the internal space of manifesta-
tion of pain is a pulsating cavity in the personification of the heart. ‘Venting’
the heart in front of the Nurse brings relief and justifies the narration of
the previous events. Orbecche’s father proposes that his daughter should
get married for political and dynastic reasons. He explains the need for Or-
becche to marry “poi che piacque al re del cielo / in te sola serbare il seme
nostro” (Giraldi, Orb. 440-1; “since it pleased the King of Heaven in you alone
to hold our seed”). Orbecche, like Rosmunda, has value in part because of her
procreative capacity.

Orbecche’s Nurse draws her reflections on the instability of fortune and the
misery of the human condition from the Senecan nurses; the thoughtful atti-
tude, however, leaves room for the expression of compassion towards Orbecche:

Ver ¢ ben che mi duole insin al core
Vederla cosi afflitta e cosi trista.
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E s’io potessi in me coglier gli affanni
Che la trafigon cosi fieramente,

Ella scarca saria gia d’ogni doglia.
(Giraldi, Orb. 648-52)

[It indeed pains me in my heart to see her so afflicted and so sad. And if I
could gather the afflictions that pierce her with such force, she would already
be discharged of all grief.]

The Nurse imagines herself as a sort of vessel that can collect all the afflictions
of the girl, who would find herself “scarca” ‘drained’ of them: moral support
takes the form of a physical “transfer’ of the afflictions. At the moment of the
dream’s narration, when all but Orbecche believe in Sulmone’s forgiveness
and a happy ending, the Nurse does not believe in the ominous omens but
pronounces words filled with practical common sense: “Ditemi, che volete al-
tro sognarvi / Ch’affanno e morti, se 'n affanni sempre / Vi state e v’opponete
al piacer vostro?” (Giraldi, Orb. 2669-71; “Tell me, what else do you want to
dream but toil and death, if you are always in affliction and oppose your plea-
sure?”), as if to say it is the bad thoughts of the day that create the dreams of
the night: “Fate allegro viso!” (Giraldi, Orb. 2708; “be cheerful!”), she exhorts
her, just before discovering the horror of the misdeed upon meeting Oronte.
The cheerful countenance contrasts with what is to come: first, the discovery,
then the killing and decapitation of Sulmone by Orbecche, who cuts off his
head and hands, using the same knives that had killed her sons: Sulmone
himself offers Orbecche the instruments of death, which are still piercing the
corpses of her children. Finally, Orbecche turns the weapons against herself.
The killing and decapitation of Oronte take place offstage and are narrated
by a witness, whereas Orbecche’s suicide takes place before the eyes of the
Nurse and of the audience: a mediation between Horatian dictates, Aristote-
lian views and the practice of Seneca (Colombo 2007).

In the relationship between the Nurse and the milk daughter, the body is
mainly involved in the Nurse’s words of lament when she clutches Orbecche’s
lifeless body to her chest. As in Rosmunda, the Nurse’s memory becomes the
space of conjunction and contrast between the past (the tender and happy
breastfeeding of the new-born) and the present dominated by death. The bod-
ies are the same, as is the gesture of holding her daughter’s body in her arms
(in a sort of Pieta), except that she has just pierced her heart. Like Erminia
in Sophonisba, Orbecche’s Nurse reproaches her daughter for wanting to die
without her: “E perché non chiamaste anco con voi / Questa infelice vecchia
a morir vosco” (Giraldi, Orb. 3055-6; “And why did you not call this unhappy
old woman to die with you”) so that nobody can say “Orbecche é morta e
la Nodrice ¢ viva?” (Giraldi, Orb. 3058; “Orbecche is dead and the Nurse is
alive?”). In Sophonisba the lines are: “Perché non voljo mai che s’oda dire: /
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Herminia é viva senza Sophonisba” (Trissino, Soph. 1779-80; “For I never want
it to be said: / Herminia is alive without Sophonisba”). But Orbecche goes fur-
ther, working on the contrast between past and present. In the Nurse’s role,
physical contact is not only functional (give burial to the one to whom you
gave milk); physical contact carries the memory of the past relationship. The
Nurse holds Orbecche’s corpse, contemplates her facial features and her lips,
and feels her weight on her arms; the words materialize into gestures as they
invoke her eyes, her lips and the weight of her body:

O Signora, o Reina amata e cara,

Alzate gli occhi a la Nodrice vostra

E vedete il suo pianto; e a le parole
Risponda questa bocca da la quale
Uscian si dolci e si soavi accenti

Che potean di dolcezza ogni gran pianto
Condire, oime!

O dolci e care labbra,

O labbra amate,

Che con tanta mia gioia gia succiaste

Le poppe mie, com’or vi veggio essangui!

Peso gia a me via piu d’ogn’altro dolce,
Com’or mi sei via pitt d’ogn’altro amaro!
(Giraldi, Orb. 3085-91; 3095-8; 3112-3)

[Oh Lady, Oh beloved and dear Queen, lift your eyes to your Nurse and see
her weeping; and respond to the words with this mouth from which such
sweet and gentle sounds came forth, sounds that could flavour every great
weeping with sweetness, oh alas! ... Oh sweet and dear lips, Oh beloved lips,
that with such joy did you already suck my breasts, how pale I see you now!
... Weight already sweet to me far more than any other, how bitter you are
to me now, far more than any other!]

The Nurse names the parts of Orbecche’s body that best represent their mu-
tual bond based on the correspondence between the two women’s bodies:
between Orbecche’s eyes and the weeping eyes of the Nurse; between the
Nurse’s words and the memory of the sweet accents of the new-born; between
Orbecche’s lips and the breasts (note the functional precision: the “poppe” are
precisely the breasts that suckle). Emotions, especially joy, are connected to
breastfeeding, and the once sweet weight of the milk-daughter now corre-
sponds to the weight of her corpse. In this entirely physical dimension, one
experiences the overlapping of two temporal planes. In the present time, the
Nurse perceives the memory of the past relationship in contrast with sensa-
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tions aroused by the current situation: baby’s wails vs the silence of death,
lips sucking milk vs bloodless lips. In this representation, the Nurse’s physical
relationship with the milk daughter reaches its highest expression.

Orbecche is the only character in the tragedy who foretells the truth: the
nurse’s words are not enough to reassure her about her father’s good inten-
tions. The young woman viscerally knows that something unspeakable is
brewing. This capacity for profound contact with the irrational (the dream,
the baleful omen) is the character’s hallmark and facilitates the bodily ex-
pression of emotions. The nurse takes charge of this aspect, from the begin-
ning of the tragedy until its gory conclusion, from milk to blood.

4. Canace by Sperone Speroni

Canace by Sperone Speroni (1500-1588) was composed in 1541, read at the
Accademia degl'Infiammati, and published in 1546 without the author’s con-
sent (Piantoni 2018). It is composed in short verses, mainly septenaries, and
represents an alternative to the novelties of Giraldi’s theatre.

Canace is a sort of starting point of the process leading to the intellectu-
alisation of the Nurse. She can assist her milk daughter in childbirth and in
the attempt to save her and the newborn child. However, the description of
the physical relationship linked with nourishment is shifted exclusively to
the dying mother’s words to her child. In addition, the Nurse takes a critical
stance towards the court and illustrates the reasons for her detachment. As a
subordinate, she is stuck in a stalemate in which both obeying and disobey-
ing constitute a danger. Indeed, she will be killed for her attempt to help her
milk daughter.

The plot is drawn from Ovid (Ovid, Her. 11): Canace, daughter of Aeolus
and Deiopeia, has an incestuous relationship with her twin brother Maca-
reus. A child is born of the union, which is immediately discovered: Aeolus
reacts by sending a sword and poison to kill his daughter and her Nurse,

© The model of Anna rescuing her sister Dido in Virgil’s Aeneid is here amplified:
after washing the wounds, Anna focuses on Dido’s mouth: she wants to catch with
her lips one last breath of life (“extremus si quis super halitus errat / ore legam”, Aen.
4.684-5). While uttering words of sorrow she clasps her sister to her breast (“semian-
imemque sinu germanam amplexa fovebat / cum gemitu”, Aen. 4.686-7); in Didone, a
tragedy drawn from Virgil’s Aeneid Book 4, Giraldi Cinzio amplifies the scene of An-
na’s grief over Dido’s body using features borrowed from his Orbecche: Dido’s death
happens almost entirely offstage: she is carried onto the stage at the very moment of
her passing, and Anna’s mourning concentrates on the lips, (Giraldi Cinzio 1583, 125-
6; “Ahi, bocca cara, / bocca gia di rubin via pit vermiglia, / or pallida via pit, che non &
il busso, / manda a mia contentezza una parola”; “Alas, dear mouth, mouth once redder
than ruby, now paler than boxwood, send a word to my contentment”).
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respectively (the punishment is modelled on Boccaccio’s Dec. 5.7, Cremante
1986, 452), and the child’s body thrown to the dogs; Macareus kills himself
and Aeolus eventually repents (like Creon in Antigone, Cremante 1986, 452).
In Canace, the Nurse plays a particularly active role in the development of
the plot: thanks to her, Canace’s pregnancy remains concealed; she supports
Canace in labour and organises a plan to remove the baby from the court.

When the royal parents discover the child, the Nurse is punished togeth-
er with the girl. According to the Ovidian source, she is the first to realise
that Canace is in love (Ovid, Her. 11.34), and tries to procure her an abortion
(Ovid, Her. 11.39-42); at the moment of childbirth, she presses her hand on
Canace’s mouth to prevent her from crying (Ovid, Her. 11, 49-52). In Canace,
however, the Nurse does not fully adhere to her role, as we have seen in the
previous examples: in her first monologue, she curses the fate that, after the
death of her husband and son, prompted her parents to send her into the
service of the royal household

Dalla pace alla guerra,
Dal riposo agli affanni,
Dal sicuro del porto

A’ sospetti dell’ onde,
Da una vita innocente
Alla infamia, alla pena
Degli altrui mancamenti,
Fui per sempre una volta
Senza mia colpa tolta.
(Speroni, Can. 718-26)"!

[From peace to war, from rest to affliction, from safe harbour to perilous
waves, from an innocent life to infamy, to the punishment of others’ failings,
I was once forever taken away through no fault of my own.]

The soliloquy contains a generic criticism of life in the courts, which is corrupt
and dangerous, but also accounts for the inner situation of the Nurse, torn be-
tween dissent and love, fear and loyalty. The poor servant’s life is double-edged:

Lo star fermo, il fuggire,
La difesa, 'offesa,

Il parlare, il tacere,

Lo scoprire, il coprire,

E una istessa rovina.
(Speroni, Can. 748-52)

[Standing still, fleeing, defending, offending, speaking, keeping silent, reveal-

" All quotations are from Cremante 1988.
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ing, concealing, procure the same ruin.]

In the first dialogue between Canace and the Nurse, the young girl, in the
throes of labour pains, wishes to die. The Nurse, however, in addition to de-
fending her milk daughter’s life, according to her duty, well understands that
if Canace lives, her honour is also safe. If she dies, the reasons that led her
to commit suicide would quickly come to light. The preservation of Canace’s
honour is only possible if the incest and its fruit remain secret, and the Nurse
is working to obtain this result, for Canace’s sake but also for herself:

Io per molte paure,

Per diversi perigli,

Non pur tuoi, ma miei,
Lungamente ho condotto
La tua vita e il tuo onore
Verso la sua salute.
(Speroni, Can. 925-30)

[Through many fears, through many perils, not yours but mine, I have long
led your life and honour to salvation.]

The Nurse also runs dangers in this situation: managing her milk daughter’s
body by guiding and protecting it is still a Nurse’s responsibility in adult life
on matters such as sexuality and procreation: a young girl is not entitled to
act independently, especially if incest is at stake.

Although the nurse and the milk daughter are united in destiny, their
words do not point to their bodily bond. Being in charge of managing the
consequences of Canace’s illicit love, the Nurse is more oriented towards
acting rather than consoling, while Canace exhibits a physical relationship
with the infant with strategies similar to those already enacted in Orbecche.
Having just given birth to a child, the young girl connects within herself the
role of mother, nurse and heroine doomed to death. In addressing her baby
as in Heroides, 111-20 (but the archetype is also Andromache speaking to
her son in Euripides’ Trojan Women 740-79), she mentions milk and blood,
again with a contrasting effect, not between the present and the past (as in
Rosmunda and Orbecche), but between the two different issues of her breast:
it is not milk that will nourish the new-born, but the blood of the mother
who is about to stab herself.

... baciando il volto

Del figliuolo innocente:

Questo, disse, & quel latte

Che ti po dare il petto

Di tua madre infelice, e trappassata
Del pugnal di suo padre,
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Ogni cosa lavando del suo sangue,
Fini sua vita.
(Speroni, Can. 1799-806)

[Kissing the innocent son’s face: “This” she said “is the milk that your unhap-
py mother’s breast can give you”, and pierced by her father’s dagger, every-
thing washed with her blood, she ended her life and I for pity’s sake remained
dead and exsanguinated.]

Then, in the face of death, the emotional, bodily relationship between the
two women, or between a woman and her child, takes on similar connota-
tions. The similarities surface when the lament over death is uttered by a
milk daughter or by a nurse, whether it is the mother who says goodbye to
the child with the view that one of them is doomed to die.

5. Some Comments on Aretino’s Orazia and Dolce’s Marianna

In the following Italian tragic tradition, the Nurse’s character stabilises into
a model with more intellectual functions, providing guidance, moral sup-
port, and wise counselling. At the same time, the reference to the body tends
to disappear from the dialogue. In Pietro Aretino’s Orazia (1546), the Nurse
has given “milk” and “doctrine” to the milk daughter. The female protago-
nist Celia addresses her as “madre” (Aretino, Or. 456; “mother”), or “sapu-
ta mia nutrice, ottima donna” (Aretino, Or. 505; “wise my Nurse, excellent
woman”)'?>. However, even in Celia’s death at her brother’s hand, the Nurse
does not intervene: together with the handmaid, who acts as narrator, she
witnesses the scene. Even if the nurse comments “anch’io voglio i di miei
finir co i suoi” (Aretino, Or. 1570; “I too want my days to end with hers”), she
does not follow up on her words. Instead, she becomes the narrator of the
handmaid’s death (hanged with a rope made from her plaits, “per I'amore /
ch’ella portava ismesurato a Clelia”; Aretino, Or. 2350-1; “for the boundless
love she bore to Clelia”).

Similar but more interesting is the case of Ludovico Dolce’s Marianna
(1565), in which Nurse Berenice declares it impossible to outlive her lady,
after the example of Sophonisba’s Erminia (Trissino, Soph. 1779-80): “Non
sara giamai che senza te, che come figlia amai, / restare un giorno in vita”,
(Dolce, Mar. 2892-4; “It will never happen that without you, whom I loved as
a daughter, I will remain one day alive”); the fantasy, which had been Ros-
munda’s (Rucellai, Rosm. 1045-7), of mixing her own ashes with those of her
father who gave her life, is transferred to the Nurse’s fantasy of dying with
her lady and being buried in the same urn:

2 All quotations from Aretino’s Orazia and Dolce’s Marianna are from Cremante 1988.
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... si come io teco vissi

Sempre, dal giorno ch’io
Fanciulletta ti diedi il latte primo,
Cosi una sepoltura

Ambe noi rinchiudesse;

E ’nsieme con la tua si mescolasse
La mia cenere ancora.

Che, se bene ¢ diverso

Tra noi lo stato, pero che tu forse
Reina, io sono ancella,

Eguale fu tra noi sempre I’amore:
E come questo mi te fe’ figliuola,
Tu m’avessi per madre!

(Dolce, Mar. 2896-908)

[. .. just as I have always lived with you, from the day I gave my first milk
to you as a little girl, so let us both be buried together in one burial. Let my
ashes be mingled with yours, for although our condition is different, though
you were a queen and I a maid, the love between us was always the same: and
as this has made you a daughter to me, may you also consider me a mother!]

Lactation, the transference of milk from one body to another, allows for sim-
ilarity: we were ‘mixed” when you were a child — the Nurse might say - in
the same way we can now mix our ashes. The relationship between bodies
allows for social levelling, in the name of motherly love.

Conclusion

The model of the Nurse gets its form during the first decades of Italian tragic
production, in a sort of laboratory where authors dealt with the heroine’s
character (Cosentino 2006). Later, it is replaced by a more intellectual, col-
lateral, philosophical nurse. Tasso’s Torrismondo’s Nurse, who knows what
the protagonist Alvida will gradually discover, uses her function as a count-
er-singer to prevent or slow down the course of events: but her action does
not go beyond reacting to the milk daughter’s words and reasoning. Her
space of autonomy, one might say, is considerably reduced.

The physical link between Nurse and milk daughter is most evident when
the relationship between the two women is primarily affective. On the other
hand, when the Nurse enters the scene with an active role, the representa-
tion of the body (being a ‘nurse’) disappears in their discourse, or it shifts to
something else (the mother-child relationship, for example).

Adaptation processes has an influence on the perception of classical liter-
ature: the new interpretation, the new model, filter the new readings and it
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is unavoidable within a compositional adaptation movement. Analysing the
figure of the nurse at a time of instability in the tradition has allowed to appre-
ciate the scope and influence of filters of this kind. It is henceforth essential to
consider them in any study of an evolution of modern literature from ancient
literature.

There are two aspects of the character of the Nurse, outlined in the preced-
ing pages. One is the counter-song: the Nurse is in a dialectical position with
respect to the milk daughter, consoling but also countering her fears and lines
of action. This attitude can only have an emotional content — as in the case
of the sister Erminia or the Nurse in Orbecche. Alternatively, it can be more
active, as in Rosmunda or Canace.

The systematic study of the Nurse made here, dealing with the develop-
ment of the heroine’s character in Italian tragedy (a character with its chiar-
oscuro and ambiguities), could provide new insights on how female agency
finds space in tragedy. One thing is sure: the study of the nurse-daughter
pair, i.e., the study of the relationship between their characters may provide
interesting data that shed light on the heroine’s character and on the general
meaning of the specific tragedies here considered. From the margin, as it were,
one can see more and better than from the centre.
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When the Nurse Dies®

Abstract

The article discusses the Old Nurse in Sperone Speroni’s Canace (1542). Strong-willed
and unscrupulous, she is very different from the minor figures in classical and ver-
nacular tragedies; the innovations are mainly connected to the casual use of sources
and the original way in which she expresses herself. The paper also considers Giovan
Battista Giraldi Cinthio’s objections to the tragedy in 1550, as well as the replies of
Speroni (1554-1558), Felice Paciotto (1581) and Faustino Summo (1590).

KEYwWORDS: Sperone Speroni; Giovan Battista Giraldi Cinthio; Canace; nurse; Renais-
sance tragedy; Ovid

By the time Sperone Speroni wrote Canace between 9 January and 9 March
1542, the debate on tragedy in Italy had come of age.? The vast availability
of Greek and Latin works, as well as editions of Aristotle’s Poetics marked
a turning-point for Italian tragedy.* Gradually and not without difficulty,
misunderstanding and controversy, the writers took over a long-neglected
literary genre* so that its noble values, powerful ideological implications,
the prestige of the models adopted, and its stylistic and linguistic difficulties
constituted a demanding and fascinating challenge that often led to discus-
sion and public readings.’ Indeed, Trissino’s Swphwnisba was conceived and
written in the various intellectual circles of Leo X’s Rome (1514) (Ariani

' I thank Richard Bates very sincerely for the translation of the article. Finally, I express
my deep gratitude to Rosy Colombo.
2 On this, see Mastrocola 1998.

3 In the early sixteenth century the following original and translated versions of
classical tragedy were published: one by Aeschylus (1518); three by Sophocles (1502,
1518, 1522); two by Euripides (1503, 1534); and seven by Seneca (1503, 1505, 1506, 1510,
1513, 1517, 1522). The Poetics was printed in 1504, 1508, 1515 and 1536 (two editions in the
same year).

4 Dionisotti 1967, 247 rightly refers to “a literary avant-garde . . . eager to elbow its
way into the future” (translation mine).

5 The contributions of Pieri 1989; Canova 2002; Cosentino 2003 and Gallo 2005 are
of fundamental importance.

* University of Milan - mttbosisio@gmail.com
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1974, 15-39). Rucellai’s Rosmunda (1516) and Martelli’s Tullia (circa 1530)
emerged from the pro-republican circle of the Orti Oricellari,® while Giraldi
Cinthio’s Orbecche, performed in Ferrara in 1541, took shape in the sparkling
atmosphere of the court of Ercole II and the Estense University (Cosentino
2003, 73-102). After them, Canace was the subject of much commentary at
the Accademia degli Infiammati in Padua.’”

It is no surprise, then, that experimentation with tragedy became so com-
plex and sophisticated as to involve even minor characters and their meet-
ing-clash with the protagonists; in particular, the status of the nurses was
often reworked and modified. Already in the classical period the nurses were
no longer secondary figures in tragedy and were sometimes called on to pro-
vide ethical advice, intervene or take a stand.® Greta Castrucci identifies vari-
ous typologies, which were often taken up and adapted in sixteenth-century
works: for example, Cilissa in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers and Hermione’s
Nurse in Euripides’ Andromache prove to be pathetic, humble figures who
suffer and despair on stage, while Phaedra’s Nurse in Euripides’ Hippolytus
draws on traditional wisdom: her advice, though loving and caring, is su-
perficial and fails to reach the deep distress that is alarming her mistress.
Finally, in Euripides’ Medea — and in Seneca’s plays too’ — the Old Nurse is
unable to help, as the mistrust that separates the two women prevents any
useful discussion.

Although the nurse’s role can be quite important in the plays, the mi-
nor figures risk assuming a fixed, monotonous pose, and so the more alert
writers in the early sixteenth century modelled the nurses with two funda-
mental questions in mind. On the one hand, the Aristotelian rules were to be
followed for ‘intermediate’ figures, who should be neither excessively good
nor evil (Poet 1452b - 1453a) (Villari 2013, 401-25). On the other, satisfying
current aesthetic taste meant including in the play surprising figures, psy-
chologically developed while also respecting the principle of imitatio.”

The first significant intuition on the subject can be seen in Swphwnisba,

¢ Cosentino 2003, 73-102.

7 Bruni 1967, 24-71; Tomasi 2012, 148-76 and Oberto 2017, 59-97.

8 On this, see Castrucci 2017.

2 See Tarantino’s analysis 1984-1985, 53-68.

© The link between imitazione (‘imitation’) and diletto (‘pleasure’) is explained by
Speroni in his Apologia (Roaf 19824, 189) in these terms: “volle egli [scil. the author of
Canace] primieramente . . . che fosse antica la sua materia, accio che, venendo in scena
si come istoria gia nota, non altrimenti ci dilettasse che la pittura di quelle cose che co-
nosciamo e amiamo” (“he [the author of Canace] wanted above all . . . his material to be
from the classics, so that, coming to the stage as a familiar story, it might please us in
the same way as the painting of those things that we know and love”). All translations
are mine, unless stated otherwise.
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in which the “personaggio convenzionale e stereotipo della Nutrice” (“the
conventional, stereotyped figure of the Nurse”) is replaced with “quello affet-
tuoso e dolente di Erminia” (“the affectionate, grieving Erminia”; Cremante
2019, 40). Trissino thus seems to overcome the problem of the distance — in
age and culture — between the two women, as Sofonisba’s maid is not an old
nurse, but a young woman of the same age as her (“sian nutrite insieme”,
“we are nourished together”, 14)."" Erminia may receive the most intimate,
secret confessions of her mistress by virtue of the close relation binding her
to the princess (“per amor swrella”, “sister through love”, 9), but her words of
comfort are not based on shared experience and friendship, as she expresses
herself like a classical nurse, dispensing wise thoughts through a senten-
tious, very vague language. See 150-60, that draw on a passage of Sophocles
from the Trachiniae (126-31) and, in particular, the famous dialogue between
Achilles and Priam in Homer (Il 24.525-35):

Questa vita mortale

nwn si puo trappassar senza dolwre:

che cwsi piacque a la giustizia eterna.

N¢ {ciwlta d’wgni male

del bel ventre maternw ufciste fucwre:

che ’'n statw buwnw o rew nessun s’eterna.
Di quel sommo fattor, che 1 ciel governa
appreessw ciascun piede un vafw swrge;
I'un pien di male ¢ Paltrw ¢ pien di bene,

e d’indi wr gioja, hor pene

trae mescwlandw insieme € a nwi le porge.
(150-60)

[This mortal life / cannot be passed through without pain: / as that is what
eternal justice wanted. / Nor can it be freed of all the evil / of the fair mater-
nal womb it emerged from: / for no one enters eternity merely good or bad.
/ That great maker, who governs the heavens / has an urn beside each foot: /
one full of ills and the other full of good, / and hence now joy, now sorrow /
he extracts, mixing them together, and offers them to us.]

Rucellai’s Nurse follows another trajectory, which gives the character an
innovative appearance: at first, Queen Rosmunda’s confidante seems dis-
tant from the heroine, so much so that the young woman’s forceful ardour
is contrasted with the fearful attitude of the woman. Just as Ismene, in the
prologue to Sophocles’ Antigone, begs her sister to respect Creon’s orders
and refrain from seeking Polynices’ corpse (1-99), so the Nurse tries to dis-

" All quotations from La Swphwnisba, Rosmunda, and Orbecche are from Creman-
te 1988.
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suade the queen from retrieving the body of her father, who has been killed
by Alboino. Expressions such as “unica speme al nostro regno” (“only hope
of our kingdom”), “pietose man” (“piteous hands”), “fanciulla adorna e bel-
la” (“beautiful, elegant girl”), “andar soletta” (“go alone”) give the idea of
a simple, humble figure, genuinely concerned for her mistress (16, 19, 21,
23), though she can still sometimes express dissent (681): “a me non piac-
que questa tua risposta” (“I did not like your answer”). She destabilizes our
expectations, however, through a decisive diegetic switch: at the end of the
play, the character abandons her apprehensive demeanour, becoming astute
and enterprising. In fact — when Rosmunda loses consciousness and clearly
cannot react to Alboino’s coerciveness — she suggests Almachilde “far presto
e bene queste due cose: / uccider lui e poi salvar te stesso” (1099-100, “do
these two things quickly and well: / kill him and then save yourself”). Fur-
ther, she does all she can to ensure the maids bring the queen help without
the court becoming aware of the conspiracy against the tyrant.'

Orbecche is conceived along more orthodox lines: Giraldi Cinthio depicts
a pathetic figure who expresses herself through constant rhetorical ques-
tions and emphatic utterances, laden with emotion and rapture (e.g. 409,
412, 415: “mi trafigete il cor”, “you pierce my heart”; “oimé misera”, “woe
is me”; “tremar mi fate insino a 'ossa”, “you make me tremble to my very
bones”). The Nurse does not seem wilful; often, indeed, she is unaware of
what is happening on stage. The second scene of Act 5 is emblematic: though
events have now taken a grim turn, she declares confidently (2587-94): “dar
bando al duolo, a le querele, a i pianti. / Nel tempo piu seren temete pioggia
/ e nel pitl queto mar cruda tempesta. / Gli altri nel male istesso speran bene
/ e con la speme si mantengon: voi / quanto piu avete ben, peggio temete. /
Deh piacciavi che dubbia e inutil tema / non turbi certa gioia e ver riposo”
(“banish grief, lamentation and tears. / You fear rain in the fairest weather /
and fierce storm in the calmest sea. / Others hope for good in evil itself / and
sustain themselves with hope: you / when you have the best, fear the worst. /
Come, let not such a doubtful and futile subject / disturb certain joy and true
repose”). By contrast, Martelli’s Tullia examines the bond between nurse and
heroine: the latter meditates killing her parents to assuage her furious long-
ing for vengeance. The Nurse, as in Seneca’s tragedies, cannot thwart the
queen, but in some disturbing passages seems willing to assist her.”

2 The writer’s choice seems genuinely significant, as the sources — Paolo Diacono
(Historia Langobardorum) and Boccaccio (De casibus virorum illustrium), for example —
attribute the plan to Rosmunda. On the main strategies, see Pieri 1980, 96-113; Cosenti-
no 2003 and Gallo 2005, 67-97.

3 For example, 759-70, quoted from Spera 1998 are representative: “Tullia, io ’1 faro
per contentarti; voi / tacete. O Dio, chi vive ha pur talora / ond’ei molto paventi, et ogni
etate / ha pur qualche valore. A pena credo / ch’io potessi altro far che questo, ond’io
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2.

Speroni was well aware of all these antecedents (ancient and vernacular)
when he wrote the part of the Nurse in Canace. We should first note that the
nurse is fully part of Speroni’s project of renewing tragedy:'* as we know,
Canace’s bold solutions prompted the heart-felt criticism of Giraldi Cinthio
(Giudizio, dated 1543, but printed in 1550);” Speroni defended himself in his
Apologia (unfinished and revised several times in the period up to 1554) and
in the Lezioni he held at the Accademia degli Elevati in 1558.' The debate be-
tween the two poets did not abate, still less die away:" in support of Speroni
were the voices of the philosopher Felice Paciotto in his Risposta — the long
missive was sent to the dramatist in 1581'® — and Faustino Summo’s Discorso
(published in 1590),” while Giraldi’s accusations were backed up in 1558
by the Epistola latina.®® In the following sections, then, we shall analyse the
central, sui generis figure of the nurse in Canace, who stands out so marked-
ly from the minor characters of his previous works; Speroni’s innovations
not only involved diegesis, but also the casual use of sources and style with
which the old woman expresses herself. We shall also examine Giraldi’s ob-
jections and the replies of Speroni, Paciotto and Summo.

The nurse is not the only servant in the work, as the play also figures the
maidservant of Deiopea (mother of the protagonists Canace and Macareo).

/ consolassi costei con molta offesa / de la madre e del padre. Or perché deggio / ne-
gar questo a colei che piu che figlia / ¢ da me amata, e ch’io spero ch’un giorno / sia de-
gli affanni miei dolce riposo, / ov’or son serva? Ahi, questa servitute / i giovin forti i-
naspra e i vecchi stanca” (“Tullia, I'll do it to satisfy you; / be silent. Oh God, in life we
sometimes have / cause for great fear, and every age / has some value too. I hardly be-
lieve / I could do other than this, whereby / I might console her, so much offended / by
her mother and father. Now why must I / deny this to her who more than a daughter
/ is loved by me, and whom I hope one day / may be a sweet resting place for my la-
bours, / where now I am a servant? Ah, this servitude / sharpens the young and strong
and tires the old”).

“ On Canace see especially, Canova 2002, 53-98; Ventricelli 2007, 53-76; Lavocat
2008, 45-57, and Maslanka Soro 2010, 35-44.

5 Quoted from Roaf 1982¢, 95-159.

' They are published in Roaf 1982a, 183-99, and Roaf 1982b, 207-46.

7 For a detailed reconstruction, see Weinberg 1961, 912-53; Roaf 1989, 169-91, and
Jossa 1996, 23-138.

¥ Paciotti was in the service of Emanuele Filiberto of Savoia and corresponded
with Bernardo and Torquato Tasso. I quote the Risposta from Dalle Laste and Forcellini
17404, 226-33.

¥ For the biography of Summo, a scholar of rhetoric and poetics, see Selmi 2001,
505-34, and 2007, 185-202. The Discorso is quoted from Dalle Laste and Forcellini 1740b,
234-73.

2 On the Epistola see Gallo 2019a, 233-63.
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She gives adamant expression to traditional morality: much of her mono-
logue in 510-46 takes up that of the nurse in Orbecche (552-663), interwoven
with many gnomic references. The maidservant, who considers her mis-
tress’s dream carefully, is then able to calm the queen with her resolute,
rhetorically incisive speech (Ruggirello 2005, 385-7). She displays, for ex-
ample, notable awareness, and glosses Deiopea’s errors of judgment thus
(“cio proprio sarebbe / voler farvi infelice / senza infelicitade”, “that would
really mean / wanting to make you unhappy / without unhappiness”, 484-
6).”* Nevertheless, the maid prefers to keep some dark omens to herself, so
as to save the queen further worry (543-6): “né son senza paura / che ’l suo
strano temer fuor di ragione / sia quasi come augurio / d’alcuna rea ventura”
(“nor am I'unafraid / that his strange, irrational fear / is almost an augury / of
some guilty destiny”) . The female figure seems empathetic, in tune with her
mistress: she does not deny the reasons for Deiopea’s dismay, but still tries
to circumvent them to prevent her suffering. Also, the argumentative rigour
she demonstrates is only a reflection of her experience: her real thoughts
are communicated in soliloquy during which we discover a multi-faceted,
changing personality.

Despite this, the most innovative features concern the nurse, who in
659-708 is intent on talking to Macareo for the first time. The woman is
not seeking an unspeakable secret, not is she trying to console her master
or interpret his nightmares, as she seems aware of the intrigue: the nurse
knows, that is, that Macareo and Canace, the children of Eolo and Deiopea,
have long been enjoying an incestuous relationship; in addition, she takes
on the task of helping her mistress, “trafitta” (“pierced”) by labour pains and
anguished at the thought of being unable to hide the birth (665). Indeed,
the traditional role of the nurse as the diligent and naturally subordinate
confidante seems inverted: it is the woman who asks Macareo’s aid and not
the opposite (661). In addition, the nurse does not have the usual task of
restraining the protagonist’s ardour in seeking to reach a bold and noble
goal: on the contrary, she vigorously urges her master not to seem “dolente a
sconsigliato” (“remorseful and rash”) and “vile” (“mean”), and not to be con-
ditioned by “vergogna” (“shame”; 663, 670, 676). Canace needs her brother,
who neglects his duties as husband and future father.”? The “speme stanca”
(“tired hope”) described by the nurse depicts an insecure figure who spends
his days “sospirando” (“sighing”; 669, 671). Yet, while the nurse does “tutto
cio” (“everything”) in her power to solve the complicated situation, Macareo
by contrast seems impotent (678). His passivity — not the incest — is the “col-

2 All quotations from Speroni’s Canace are from Cremante 1988.
22 Note that in Epistle 11 of Ovid’s Heroides, Speroni’s main source, Macareus flees
his father’s palace in panic.
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pa” (“fault”) that could even bring about Canace’s death (676). His response
sounds naive and unrealistic, as he wants to confess the truth to his father
Eolo and then take his own life: the nurse brings out the selfish nature of
the character, who is not thinking about his sister at all. Canace would be
ready to kill herself if Macareo died, and he does not consider her authentic,
boundless love for him; the proof is incisively provided in 704-8 (“sol per
piacerti / contra ’l proprio piacere uccider volse / quella santa onestade / di
cui qual donna é priva / né donna ¢é piu né viva”; “only to please you / against
her own pleasure she wanted to kill / that sacred virtue / without which no
woman / is either woman or alive”).?®

This is followed by the nurse’s long monologue (709-60), which displays
the character’s psychology in great detail. Left alone after the premature
deaths of her husband and son (713-15), she has served the royal family for
years. Though attached to Macareo and Canace, she can still call them “sci-
occhi” (“fools”) and “nemici” (“enemies”) (709). Her emotions are ambiguous,
piercing, full of passion (722-4): “da una vita innocente / alla infamia / degli
altrui mancamenti”; (“from an innocent life / to the infamy of the failings of
others”). Though torn and divided between her love for the brother and sis-
ter (728-9: “pietade / della miseria extrema”, “pity for extreme misery”) and
her duties to Eolo, she does not indulge in invoking a cruel fate or in mor-
alistic judgments: this is what perplexed some of the audience, who found
themselves watching a tragedy that breaks the moral code, but whose pro-
tagonists — though “scellerati” (“wicked”) and “malvagi” (“evil”) — are pre-
sented with sympathy.* Nor is the nurse the voice of Christian morality or

8 This sententious passage is recalled in I libro della bella donna by Federico Luigini
(1554). In the treatise a company of Friulian nobles describe over three days the charac-
teristics of the perfect woman. I quote from Zonta 1913, 283: “primieramente adunque
le sara in cura ed in protezione, vie pill che cosa del mondo, il suo onore e la sua cas-
tita, altissimo e singolarissimo pregio di ciascheduna donna, della quale qualunque per
mala sua sorte priva resta, né donna ¢ piu, né viva, si come ci avisa Laura nel sonetto
“Cara la vita”, e la nutrice di Macareo presso allo Sperone nella tragedia intitolata Ca-
nace” (“first, then, she will take care to protect, more than anything else in the world,
her honour and chastity, the highest and most singular treasure of any woman, as Lau-
ra tells us in the sonnet “Cara la vita” and Macareo’s nurse in Speroni’s tragedy entitled
Canace’).

24 See Giraldi Cinthio’s judgments in Roaf 1982¢, 98: “se bene la Tragedia ¢ di cose
terribili e miserabili, non deve pero essere introdotta in essa persona scelerata su la
quale debba nascere 'orrore e la commiserazione. Perché qual misericordia puo nas-
cere nell’animo delli spettatori da una persona scelerata, la quale per sua malvagita in-
corra nelle infelicitadi e nelle miserie?” (“though Tragedy deals with terrible, wretch-
ed events, it should not include an evil character who ought to arouse a sense of horror
and commiseration. For what pity can arise in the soul of the audience for an evil per-
son, whose wickedness leads to unhappiness and misery?”).
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the loyal representative of Eolo’s Realpolitik. Of course, Macareo and Canace
are “inonesti” (“morally wrong”, 737); but “lor verde etade” (“their callow
youth”) mitigates any judgment (731). Aware of the serious risks she runs,
she comments on the affair with composure:

Lo star fermo, il fuggire,

la difesa, 1'offesa,

il parlare, il tacere,

lo scoprire, il coprire,

€ una istessa rovina.

Dunque faccia a suo modo

di me e di suoi figli

Eolo padre e signore:

ferma sono io di fare

del mio debito amore e della fede,
che io porto al mio signore e alla mia donna,
quanto aro di potere e di consiglio,
lor vita e lor onore.

(748-60)

[Remaining, fleeing, / defence, offence, / speech, silence, / revealing, conceal-
ing, / all lead to ruin. / So do as you please / with me and your children / Eolo
father and lord: / I am resolved to use / of the proper love and loyalty / that
I bear my lord and my lady, / what power and wisdom I have, / for their life
and their honour.]

The syncopated rhythm of the settenari (verses with the main stress on the
sixth syllable), the frequent internal and middle rhymes, the rhythmical
pauses, alliteration and consonance are the basis of a significant melic and
Petrarchian reform of the metrics of tragedy.” The nurse’s artificial, polished
elocutio describes a woman in conflict with herself, but, at the same time,
ready to face her destiny. Remarkably, the constant use of rhyme, bring-
ing “dolcezza” ("sweetness”) and “armonia” (*harmony”), and the settenar-
io — suited to “piacevolezza” (“pleasantness”) according to the greatest Re-
naissance scholars® — aims at a more subtle form, mediated by gravitas: the
nurse’s language is not solemn, yet the thinness of her speech — broken,
suspended, deferred — can dig down into the intimate depths of a fragile,
dramatically split inner life.”” The desire to provoke, breaking with Trissino’s

% On this aspect, see Ariani 1977, 79-140; Cremante 2003a, 201-13; 2003b, 123-59 and
Huss 2019, 55-104.

6 Roaf 1982¢, 135 and 132. On the subject, see Afribo 2002.

77 Stylistically, the effect is also guaranteed by the repeated use of antithesis, on
which see this passage from Speroni’s Dialogo della retorica, printed in Pozzi 1978a, 666:
“ma veramente quella [scil. ‘antitesi’ in Petrarca] era cosa maravigliosa, e degna cer-
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and Giraldi’s unrhymed hendecasyllables, seems self-evident:* calm, austere
characters are replaced by troubled, unsettling figures. We can also glimpse
in the background a different conception of tragedy and literature: while
Giraldi Cinthio aimed at instruction of the audience and catharsis — guaran-
teed by immersion in the work (Roaf 1982c, 98) — Speroni prefers to move
the reader to compassion.”

The nurse returns to the stage after Canace’s soliloquy: her exchange with
her mistress is so close-packed (801-968) that Giraldi commented sarcasti-
cally and contemptuously on the scene.® Actually, though objectively the
confrontation goes on too long, it reveals certain significant aspects of the
nurse’s character. Once again, the epithets used in 801-2 about Canace (“mes-

»

china”, “wretched”; “furia”, “fury”) to describe her conduct (“sciocchezza”,

to di dovere essere con diligenzia osservata, che tai contrarii e tai voci, quasi fila del-
la sua tela, in tessendo la orazione sono ordite in maniera che né aspre per la strettez-
za né troppo molli o allargate, ma salde, piane e eguali per ogni parte stanno insieme le
sue iunture: il che e tanto maggior vertl, quanto men della prosa i nostri versi volgari,
alle lor rime legati, son tenuti di adoprarla” (“but truly it [‘antithesis’ in Petrarch] was
a wonderful thing, and certainly worth having diligently observed, for these contraries
and these words, almost threads of its web, in weaving the speech they are planned so
that they are neither harsh for their concision nor too soft or extended, but their com-
binations hold firm together and equal in every part: which is all the greater a virtue,
as our vernacular verses, tied to their rhymes, are less obliged to adopt it than prose”).

28 Speroni in Roaf 19824, 195: “in ogni lingua quello di tutti i versi dovrebbe esser piu
tragico che piu e atto a imitare i nostri alterni ragionamenti, ché cio ¢ il proprio della
tragedia: e quello a cio fare é piu atto, il quale in favellando a vicenda, spesse fiate, sen-
za alcun studio, formiamo, quasi all'uomo sia naturale la testura di cotal verso. E tale e
il giambo e P'eptassillabo, quello in Grecia, questo in Italia, e non I’esametro e I’endecas-
sillabo” (“in every language, the most tragic meter should be the one most fitted to imi-
tate our varying reasonings, for that is the one natural to tragedy: and the one most fit-
ted to do this, the one we often formulate speaking to each other, without preparation,
almost as if the texture of this verse is natural to man. And such is the iamb and the
heptasyllable, and not the hexameter and the hendecasyllable”).

» Cosentino 2019, 140: “starting from Speroni’s Canace and going back to its mod-
el in Euripides, onto which is grafted, let us remember, the powerful voice of Ovid’s
Heroides, Renaissance tragedy gradually makes the world of feelings and passions its
own: traditional catharsis is thus replaced with a painful and involved compassio that,
in the end, can only recognize the desperate power of eros” (translation mine).

% Roaf 1982c, 121: “la nutrice la [scil. Canace] tiene tanto in chiacchiera su la scena
ch’avria potuto partorire un uomo armato” (“the nurse keeps her [Canace] talking so
long onstage that she could have given birth to an armed man”).
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“folly”) are not a moral judgment, but a criticism of her action, as the heroine
has rashly left her quarters. After Canace’s recriminations, the nurse incites
her to trust to “conforti veri” (“true sources of consolation”, 836), but her ar-
gument does not rest on theoretical advice detached from specific problems,
which would be typical of many traditional confidantes (notably Orbecche).
On the contrary, she shows that Canace must remain clearheaded, as the
old woman has taken the situation in hand. Just as the nurse in Rucellai,
when Rosmunda faints, organizes the plan to eliminate Alboino, so Canace’s
nurse takes the place of her mistress during her pregnancy. The woman’s
responsibility is total (837-8): “il partito che io presi / di celare il tuo parto”
(“the decision I took / to conceal your childbirth”). The contrast between ‘T
and ‘you’ encapsulates the nurse’s absolute freedom of manoeuvre as she
handles a delicate and dangerous situation alone and working wholly on
her own initiative: so, the character never seems distant from her mistress
or vice versa. Often in ancient and vernacular tragedies there is an underly-
ing lack of communication, a conflict between the young heroines and the
nurses: but in Canace the nurse seems so dynamic that she compensates the
princess’s weaknesses and limitations. The two figures complete and reflect
each other in a single tragic dimension.

The nurse bases her argument on tangible experience that justifies a de-
ductive, reassuring approach (839-45): “or se per mio consiglio nello spazio /
di diece mesi interi / della tua gravidezza / non sono accorti ancora uomini o
dei, / perché sperar non dei / che io possa altrui coprire / 'ora del partorire?”
(“now if, following my advice, in the course / of ten whole months, / your
pregnancy / neither men nor gods have yet noticed, / why should you not
hope / that I can cover / the hour of another’s childbirth?”). Not only does
the nurse insist on her formidable capacity to dominate the scene, but also -
with a touch of vainglory — on the wiles she has deployed. Further, Canace’s
resignation, fearing Eolo’s vengeance, is countered by the nurse’s unprinci-
pled insistence. The balsam to soothe her mistress’s pain will come from the
“face amorosa” (“loving torch”) and the “fiamme onnipotenti” (“all-powerful
flames”), which can even force themselves “oltre il giusto e 'onesto / d’og-
ni legge e costume” (“beyond what is right and honest / in every law and
custom”, 856, 859, 863-4). The incestuous feeling, which was unacceptably
depraved for some contemporary readers, becomes a call to action, a wholly
permissible expression of vitality.® The nurse’s choice of sides proves both

3t The objections of the Giudizio (“Canace si chiama tante volte da sé scelerata, deg-
na di morte, e ella stessa narra il congiugnimento disonesto con suo fratello con si poca
vergogna, che basterebbe questo a porla in odio e in dispetto a tutto il mondo? Che ter-
ribile puote quindi o per morte o per altro caso venire? Che pieta? Che maraviglioso?
In che parte muovere compassione?”; “Canace calls herself wicked and worthy of death
many times, and she herself describes the shameful union with her brother with so lit-
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understandable and disturbing: her reproaches to brother and sister now
dissolve into a sort of benediction of their tie. The feeling seems irrepressible
and necessary, to the point of being put on the same level in the Apologia as
that of Paolo and Francesca in Inferno 5 and the protagonists of the 4™ day
of the Decameron.*

Canace’s worries are not exhausted; and so the nurse advances further
considerations, drawing on an iron, objective logic. Her mistress, ready to
kill herself before the birth of her child so as to preserve her honour, does not
think that Eolo would in any case discover her pregnancy.*® The challenging
proposal, which anticipates later developments (894: “morian secretamente”,
“we will die in secret”) reveals how much the heroine’s fate depends on that
of her confidante. Fear, then, needs to be turned into a stimulus — paradox-

tle shame, that would not this alone be enough to make her loathed and despised by
the whole world? What else more terrible, then, can befall her either through death or
some other event? What pity? What wonder? Where does it move our compassion?”),
are answered in the Apologia: “gli errori degli amanti non sono sceleratezze, ma si deb-
bano chiamar umani, perché I'uomo ama come ragionevole e percid umanamente pec-
ca; e se cosl € che l'error de gli inamorati sia umano, adonque noi semo nella partico-
la di Aristotele dove dice che persone tragiche sono quelle che non per dedecus et pravi-
tatem sed humano quodam errore in infelicitatem lapsi sunt’; (“the lovers’ errors are not
wickedness, but should be called human, as it is reasonable for a man to love and so,
humanly, sin; and if the lovers’ error is thus human, then we are in Aristotle’s catego-
ry where he says that tragic figures are those who non per dedecus et pravitatem sed hu-
mano quodam errore in infelicitatem lapsi sunt”). I quote from Roaf 1982c, 121 and 1982b,
228.

32 This strained interpretation is underlined by Faustino Summo, though he sup-
ports the innovations of Canace (Dalle Laste and Forcellini 1740b, 251, 267, 272): “in ve-
ro molto debilmente, benché con qualche verita, fu provato dall’opponente nel suo Giu-
dicio, che le persone dei due fratelli introdotti siano scelerate. . . In Dante poi quel caso
di Paulo e Francesca é veramente caso amoroso imprudentemente accaduto per occa-
sion di quella lettura, tra solo e sola, e tra lontani di sangue, benché cugnati tra di loro.
Perché la sceleraggine nel peccato della carne non ha luogo, se non tra padre e figliu-
ola, tra figliuolo e madre e tra fratello e sorella. . . Alle autorita del Boccaccio con gran
facilita si risponde, che tutti quei delitti son lontani da sceleraggine, e tutti dependono
da imprudenzia, e son fatti per umano errore, e sono peccati d’incontinenzia e damore
e tutti tragici” (“it was proved by his opponent in his Giudicio, actually very weakly,
though with a little truth, that the figures of the brother and sister introduced are wick-
ed. .. And in Dante the example of Paolo and Francesca is really an example of love,
which imprudently happened during that reading, with no other person present, be-
tween two people distantly related though also brother- and sister-in-law. . . Boccac-
cio’s authority is easily answered, for all those crimes are far removed from wicked-
ness, and all depend on imprudence, and are done through human error, and are sins of
incontinence and love and all of them tragic”).

33 Note that their suicidal intentions — counterproductive and impulsive — suggest
two immature, feckless personalities.
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ical but decisive — to overcome the terrible impasse (900): “voglio che ami
la morte” (“I want you to love death”). After all, the nurse’s certainties seem
broadly solid and beyond discussion (905, 907-9): “sono io ben certa di dover
fuggire” (“I am fully certain I must flee”) and “col mio consiglio / se a me
credevi, avea fatto sicuri / te, il fratello e il figlio” (“with my advice / if you
believed me, you would have made safe / yourself, your brother and your
son”). The following lines emphasize the nurse’s certainty: “speme” (“hope”)
and, especially, “ragione” (“reason”) are the only tools for outdoing adversity
(922). In addition, the modest support that nurses often give to tragedies
seems decisive in Canace: she claims to have long safeguarded the young
woman’s “vita” (“life”) and “onore” (“honour”, 929), and, proud and intrepid,
asserts that her advice “non han fallito” (“has not failed”) and nor “falliran”
(“will it fail”, 932-3). The heroine - lethargic, only half herself, as little astute
as Macareo - seems inseparable from the nurse: the limitations of brother
and sister are made up for by the woman’s vigour and energy,* rejecting
Canace’s reiterated protests, to whom she promises (958-9): “disperata o si-
cura, / son certa di salvarti” / “desperate or safe, / [ am certain to save you”).

In the following scene the nurse is still at the centre of the drama: we should
underline that the incestuous relation of the protagonists is prior to the ac-
tion — recalled at the outset by the Shade in 2-5 — while brother and sister
make no significant choices in the heart of the tragedy. Far from being a
marginal figure, who simply converses with her masters while remaining in
her place, the old woman is constantly taking action, crossing the confines of
her traditional status. In effect, the development of the story becomes wholly
her responsibility, as she convinces the characters to carry out her carefully
conceived plans. Later, shown talking to Deiopea, she advances her strate-
gy using her natural talents for feigning and dissembling. The queen calls
her “fedele” (“loyal”) at 974,* emphasizing the author’s antiphrastic inten-
tion, throwing light on the figure’s untrustworthy, calculating nature. The
mistress notes that the nurse is carrying a basket, in which Canace’s child

3 This aspect is part of Speroni’s strategy to mitigate the atypical nature of the pro-
tagonists. Their love is not intentional, but the result of Venus’ vendetta against Eolo,
who is guilty of having thwarted Aeneas’ voyage (20-9). Canace’s detractors criticize
this piece of mythological combinatio (Roaf 1982c, 107-9): in fact, the story derives part-
ly from Ovid and partly from Virgil (Aen. 1.50-80).

% Note that at the outset of Canace Deiopea uses no positive epithet to refer to the
maidservant.
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will later be hidden. The nurse seems unembarrassed by Deiopea’s questions
about the basket, pretending she wants to fill it with flowers to offer to Juno.
It is worth noting that the nurse already played a considerable part in
Speroni’s source: in the eleventh epistle of the Heroides the nurse realizes
that Canace loves her brother (“prima malum nutrix animo praesensit anili,
/ prima mihi nutrix ‘Aeoli, - dixit, - ‘amas!”, 35-6).* She then tries in vain
to bring on an abortion for her mistress through unguents and medical pro-
cedures (41-6). Later, she prevents Canace from telling her parents the truth
in an intense passage (“nec tenui vocem. ‘Quid, — ait, tua crimina prodis?’ /
Oraque clamantis conscia pressit anus. / Quid faciam infelix? Gemitus dolor
edere cogit, / sed timor et nutrix et pudor ipse vetant. / Contineo gemitus
elapsaque verba reprendo / et cogor lacrimas combibere ipsa meas”, 51-6).
These episodes are not part of the tragedy as they take place in a phase
preceding the beginning of the fabula; Speroni retrieves and enhances the
nurse’s unusual character, but imagines a very different scenario for her.
This is confirmed in the monologue, where the nurse is again centre-stage:

Queste secrete imprese, onde dipende
la salute e onore

delle donne gentili, da non molti
vogliono essere intese e a consumarle
pochi non son bastanti.

Per6 sempre son piene

di perigli diversi e di fatiche,

di paure e di pene.

Or per nullo accidente

non mi dovrei partire

da questa poverella

che gia ¢ in partorire.

Ma percio che io son sola et & mestieri
che io provegga per tutto,

qui sono et ad un tempo

gli occhi volgo alla strada e ad ogni suono
che quinci entro si sente

porgo l'orecchie intente.

(1013-30)

[The health and honour / of gentlewomen, are not to be known of / by many
and to perform them / few are insufficient. / But they are always full / of
various dangers and labours, / fears and pains. / Now no incident / will make
me leave / this poor woman / who is now about to give birth. / But as I am

% I quote from Bornecque 1928. The tragic weight of the epistle is examined by
Williams 1992, 201-9; Philippides 1996, 426-39, and Casali 1998, 700-10.
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alone and it is my duty / to take care of everything, / here I am and at times /
I turn my eyes to the road and at every sound / that is heard in here / I bend
my straining ears.]

One is astonished how casually she first tries to reduce the story of Canace
and Macareo to an incident — delicate, but not rare — in court life, only to go
on to praise her diplomatic offensive. Her swift work in protecting her mas-
ters from imminent danger seems extraordinary.”’ She may be on her own
(“pochi non son bastanti”, “few are insufficient”), “io son sola” (“I am alone”),
“io provegga per tutto” (“it is my duty / to take care of everything”) but she
has a reckless, titanic strength (“perigli diversi”, “various dangers”; “fatiche”,
“labours”; “paure”, “fears”; “pene”, “pains”). One might almost think from
this passage that the real tragic hero of Canace is the nurse. This would not
be a mere impression, as it is supported mathematically: the nurse is given
256 lines out of a total of 2069, equal to 12%; Macareo has 217, and Canace
108 (plus 45 of a speech reported by the minister in the last act). The only
character given more is Eolo (395). To which one might add that the work
is divided in two essential parts: in the first the nurse has 24% of the lines
(1-1074); the second is dominated by the tyrannical figure of Eolo, who has
25% of the lines (1075-2069). And if we count the words used by the nurse the
result is interesting: out of more than 500 lexemes the most frequent are “on-
ore” (“honour”, 7 times), “vita” (“life”, 7), “parto” (“childbirth”, 6), “amor” and
“amore” (“love”, 5), “porto” (“refuge”, 5), “salute” (“health”, 5), “core” (“heart”,
4), “morte” (“death”, 4) and “timore” (“fear”, 4). It is almost as if in the Nurse’s
speech the watchwords of the tragic heroes are made to react with the do-
mestic, everyday vocabulary of the servants.

The unusual mixture of passion and protectiveness emerges in the nurse’s
dialogue with the servant: the expressions in 1044-6 “tu m’empierai [scil. la
cesta]” (“you will fill [the basket] for me”), “e piena” (“it is full”), “quanto
piu tosto poi” (“as soon as possible”), delineate a vigorous, impatient figure.
Her impulsiveness, however, is tempered by her blind faith in her abilities:
“in nissuna altra guisa / posso sicuramente / trarre il parto futuro / della sua
cameretta” (“in no other way / can I safely / take the future birth / from its
room”, 1058-61). As soon as the servant is left alone on the stage he praises
the nurse’s stratagem, which enables her to nonchalantly conceal “con poca
fatica . ../ un immenso errore” (“with little effort . . . a huge error”, 1096-7).
Note that Speroni himself in his Apologia underlines the nurse’s cunning;*

7 The passage is innovative as often in the monologues the nurses and maids open-
ly state what they cannot confide to their mistresses.

8 Roaf 19824, 190: “’l famiglio di Macareo, con sua grandissima meraviglia, loda lei
[scil. 1a balia] che facilmente trovasse un modo non piu pensato onde ascondesse quel
parto, che °l celarlo lunga fiata parve a lui e al patrone impossibile” (“Macareo’s ser-
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he comments on the episode directly, defending himself from Giraldi’s crit-
icism of the implausibility of the expedient of the basket (Roaf 1982c, 120).
Actually, Speroni took it from Ovid (69-71), though Eolo’s discovery of the
deception is different: in the Heroides it all happens very quickly (“iam prope
limen erat; patrias vagitus ad auris / venit et indicio proditur ille suo. / Eripit
infantem mentitaque sacra revelat / Aeolus; insana regia voce sonat”, 73-6),
while Canace abounds in dramatic details, designed to raise narrative ten-
sion: the nurse at first seems to be succeeding in removing the basket with
the baby from the palace, until Eolo calls her to him so as to admire the flow-
ers. The nurse — described by the servant with increasing touches of pathos
(“infelice”, “wretched”; “poverella, vinta dal timore / tal si fe’ nell’aspetto, /
quale ella era nel core”, “poor woman, overcome by fear / showed in her face,
/ what she was in her heart”; “nel viso / una lunga tragedia”, “in her face / a
long tragedy”, 1200, 1205-7, 1211-12) — resists her master’s insistent requests,
but is at last forced to give way in a scene throbbing with excited feeling,

which should be read in full:

Giunta davanti al re, pur ebbe tanto
di vigore e d’ardire

che ella gli poteo dire,

pregando umilemente, che nissuno
non toccasse o movesse alcuna cosa
di quel sacro presente, in cotal modo
dalle vergini mani di Canace
formato e consecrato

all’alma dea Giunone.

Cosi guardato alquanto e comendato
il presente e la figlia

da Eolo e Deiopea,

la nutrice infelice con licenzia
d’ambidue lor levossi; et apprestata
per tornar verso me, quel miserello
che giacea nella cesta e insin allora
forse aveva dormito, alzo un gran strido,
forte piangendo. A questo

la dolente reina,

trista e certa indovina

di quel che era e di quel che esser dovea,
perduta ogni virtute, nelle braccia
del suo fiero marito

vant, to his great surprise, praises her [the nurse] who easily found an unthought-of
way of hiding the birth, for it seemed to him and his master impossible to conceal it for
so long”).
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rimase trammortita.

Egli primeramente,

muto dallo stupore,

Mirava or la reina

che era meno venuta, or la nutrice
peggio che morta, pallida e tremante
e che avea non di donna

ma di sasso sembiante.

Ma poi che lo stupore,

lo qual da gli alti cor tosto si parte,
diede luogo al furore

e il viso, che parea

cener, si fe’ di foco,

scordato della sua divinitade

e del reale stato,

sospinta la reina

che gli era in braccio e presa per le treccie
la nutrice con 'una,

con l’altra man la cesta,

corse alla cameretta

della figliuola: quivi

con lor si riserro, lasciando piena
la sala di persone e le persone
ripiene di dolore,

di stupore e d’orrore

(1214-61)

[When she came before the king, she had such / energy and boldness / that
she could tell him, / humbly begging, that no one / should touch or move any-
thing / of that sacred present, in such a way / from the virgin hands of Canace
/ formed and consecrated / to the great goddess Juno. / When the present and
their daughter / had been looked at much and praised / by Eolo and Deiopea,
/ the wretched nurse with permission / of both took it from them; and about
/ to come back to me, the poor wretch / that lay in the basket and till then
/ perhaps had slept, raised a great cry, / sobbing loudly. At this / the woeful
queen, / sad and certain guessed / what it was and what it must be, / losing
all her strength, in the arms / of her imperious husband / was stunned. / He
at first, / dumb with wonder, / gazed now at the queen / who had fainted, now
at the nurse / worse than dead, pale and trembling / and that seemed not a
woman / but a stone to resemble. / But since wonder, / which quickly leaves
noble hearts, / gave way to fury / and the face, that seemed / ashen, became
enflamed, / forgotten his divinity / and his kingship, / he pushed aside the
queen / who was in his arms and taking by her locks / the nurse with one
hand, / with the other hand the basket, / ran to the room / of his daughter:
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here / he locked himself in with them, leaving full / the hall with people and
the people / filled with grief, / with wonder and with horror.]

The account is genuinely involving, as the audience follows the agitated re-
actions of the protagonists through the servant’s incredulous eyes, which
shift from one figure to the other. The broken, rhyming versification express-
es the characters’ confusion in the face of an unexpected event. Equally, the
complex rhyme system links the lines to each other in a dramatic, discon-
certing sing-song. The nurse’s “vigore” (“energy”) and “ardire” (“boldness”)
are again balanced with the humble prayers to her masters: her confident,
respectful manner seems to get the better of the sovereigns’ demands. Nev-
ertheless, the baby’s crying brings her plan to nought: in the course of a
few lines Deiopea’s dismay at her husband’s initial helplessness leads on to
the servant’s surrender, for the first time seeming impotent and terrified.
The tone becomes darker and grimmer: Eolo’s furor bursts out suddenly in
all its vehemence against the nurse, there is a physical clash between the
two characters, while Macareo and Canace - figures far removed from the
typical characteristics of the just, innocent hero opposing a bloody tyrant
— kill themselves without ever making direct contact with their father. Our
attention finally turns to the courtiers: their confusion is fully shared by the
reader and suspends for a moment the narrative flow, raising the level of
suspense.

The king’s cruel revenge, which is already evident from his dragging the
nurse by the hair into Canace’s rooms, is not long coming. Eolo orders the
counsellor to strangle his grandchild and to bring his daughter and the nurse
a knife and poison with which they can do away with themselves (1367-99).%

% The passage may draw on Decameron 5.7. Though based on Ovid, the tale has a
happy ending: Messer Amerigo is “salito in furore” (“filled with rage”) and “fiero” (“fu-
rious”) when he discovers his daughter Violante has given birth to a child. His wife
plays the part of the nurse and tries in vain to hide the baby, whereupon Amerigo or-
ders a servant (§ 30): “va’ . .. alla Violante e si le di da mia parte che prestamente pren-
da qual vuole 'una di queste due morti, o del veleno o del ferro . . . e fatto questo,
piglierai il figliuolo pochi di fa da lei partorito e, percossogli il capo al muro, il gitta a
mangiare a’ cani” (go . . . to Violante and tell her from, me that she take at once one of
these two ways to die as she prefers, either poison or the sword . . . and when you have
done this, you are to take the child she bore a few days ago and, when you have dashed
its head against the wall, throw it to the dogs to eat”). I quote from Quondam, Alfano
and Fiorilla 2013, 905.
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Thus, Canace and the nurse both deserve to die as equally guilty: the two
women (and the baby) share a single fate. Eolo himself, after all, repeats the
idea at 1559-61: “in tanto la nutrice, / sua fedel consigliera, e quel suo figlio /
le faran compagnia” (“meanwhile the nurse, / her faithful counseller, and her
child / will keep her company”). The symbiosis between the characters, now
crystal clear, is continued right up to the dual suicide, which the minister
describes in detail to Macareo:

Quale arrivi,

tale ti aspettava io; ma se di questo
mio figliuolo innocente,

che altri mai non offese se non forse
me meschina e sé stesso,

vieni a prender vendetta, per pietade
piacciati d’indugiarla

almen fin che io sia morta,

si che mi passi il core

quel tuo coltello e non questo dolore.
Volta alla sua nutrice,

levata a lamentarsi:

fede, disse, et amor di cotai doni
non soleano esser degni

né son per aventura.

Par cosi al re: e se cosi gli pare,
moriamo volentieri,

tu per esser fedele, io per amare.
(1756-73)

[Whatever may happen, / I expected it from you; but if this / innocent child
of mine, / who never harmed others, if not perhaps / my wretched self and
himself, / you come to avenge yourself on, for pity’s sake / may it please you
to delay it / at least until I am dead, / so that sword of yours / may cut my
heart, but not this grief. / She turned to her nurse, / who had risen to lament:
/ loyalty, she said, and love of such gifts / are not usually worthy / nor are
they so by chance. / For the king it is so: and if that is so for him, / let us die
willingly, / you for your loyalty, I for my love.]

We should add that Giraldi himself recognizes how good this scene is,* with

4 Roaf 1982¢, 156: “egli & vero che quelle parole che fa Canace prima che s’uccida
(non considerata la qualita della persona che le dice) potrian lasciare un poco di affetto
nel cuore di chi I'udisse, che sono tolte da buon luoco e da chi sapeo che cosa era mu-
overe a pietade e a compassione” (“it is true that those words Canace utters before kill-
ing herself (without regard to the quality of the person speaking) may leave some feel-
ing in the listener’s heart, for they come from a good place and from one who knew
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its extremely moving female sensibility."’ Her love for her child, as immense
as it is despairing, becomes a very touching protective impulse that reminds
the modern reader of the episode, in some ways similar, of Cecilia’s mother
in I Promessi sposi (chap. 34). In addition, the bond with the nurse is con-
densed into the apodictic phrase with which Canace seems to instil courage
in the nurse on the basis of the shared fate they must face;* thus, even death
cannot separate the two women, bound together by an imperishable tie. Ac-
cording to Giraldi, the literary problem of the passage consists, if anything,
in the nurse’s disappearance, out of keeping with sixteenth-century aesthet-
ic taste:

éindegna per la sua bassezza di morire in Tragedia; nella quale non avvengono
se non morti di gran maestri, non di servi o di serve, o d’'umili famigliari;
il che potete giudicare dall’esempio de’ Greci e de’ Latini e dalla stessa
diffinizione della Tragedia che voi avete da Aristotile. Né importa qui che
non sia riferita in scena la morte della nutrice, perché molte volte appresso i
Tragici si accennan sol le morti de’” scelerati, di maniera che, senza che della
lor morte piu si ragioni, ponno comprendere gli spettatori che son morti. E
di cio n’avete 'esempio da Euripide nell’Eraclide, nella morte di Euristeo. E

what it was to arouse pity and compassion”). In support of this, see the thought in the
Lezioni (Roaf 1982b, 234-5): “un’altra circostanza fa sopra gli scelerati cadere la compas-
sione e il terrore, e questa dal luogo dove non meritano d’esser puniti. E che dal luogo
si mova la pieta Virgilio nel quarto dell’Eneida lo da a vedere in Didone, facendola mo-
rir sul letto dove con Enea avea auti tanti piaceri dell’amor suo . . . Questo eziandio si
fa nella tragedia nostra dove Canace si da la morte sopra il letto nel quale avea giaciu-
to col fratello” (“another circumstance makes us feel compassion and terror for the wi-
cked, and this from the place where they do not deserve punishment. And Virgil arous-
es pity from the place in the fourth book of the Aeneid, and he shows it in Dido, having
her die on the bed where she enjoyed so many pleasures of her love for Aeneas . . . This
is also done in our tragedy where Canace brings about her death on the bed in which
she had lain with her brother”).

# 'We should bear in mind that Speroni often reflects on the condition of women:
for example, he wrote the unfinished Dialogo della dignita delle donne. Drafted between
1529 and 1542, it can be found in Pozzi 1978b, 565-84.

2 Note that the scene is the first and only one in which Canace is given seems an
authentic protagonist. Her rather weak and uncertain status is reinforced by the pres-
ence of the nurse, while Macareo’s death, described by the servant, seems somewhat
half-hearted (1973-82): “Re, il mio signor, che gia fu vostro figlio, / oggi ¢ morto due
volte: / 'una con la novella della morte / della sorella; I’altra / con questa spada / cal-
da ancor del suo sangue: ove ei la mise / con la sua propria man si volentieri / che la
seconda morte / parea che gli rendesse quella vita / che la prima gli tolse” (“Sire, my
lord, he who once was your son, / today is dead twice over: / once with the news of the
death / of his sister; the other / with this sword / still warm with her blood: where he
placed it / with his own hand so willingly / that the second death / seemed to give him
that life / that the first took from him”).
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¢ degno di molta considerazione in questa parte 'antivedere di questo felice
ingegno, perché egli, per far nascere questa sconvenevol morte, si parte da
Ovidio. E ove egli fa che Eolo sol manda la spada a Canace, costui vi fa anche
mandare il veneno, perché con esso la nutrice si dia la morte.

[her low estate makes her unworthy to die in Tragedy; in which only the
deaths of great masters take place, not of servants or serving-women, or
humble domestics; which you can judge from the example of the Greeks and
Latin and from the very definition of Tragedy that you have from Aristotle.
Nor does it matter here that the nurse’s death is not described onstage, as
many times Tragic writers only hint at the deaths of the wicked, so that,
without our thinking more on their death, they let the audience understand
they are dead. And you have an example of this in Euripides’ Heracleidae, in
the death of Eurystheus. And the way the clever trick in this part is presaged
is well worth considering, because he starts from Ovid to bring about this
unseemly death. And where Ovid has Aeolus only send the sword to Canace,
he also has him send the poison, as the nurse may kill herself with it.]

The questions raised in the Giudizio are fundamental for understanding
Canace. First, the nurse, theoretically, is indeed on a somewhat low level
on the social scale; yet her actual role in the tragedy is not secondary, since
it crosses the limits imposed by convenientia. The deepest gulf separating
Giraldi from Speroni is in the field of inventio: “si confrontano due con-
cezioni opposte della letteratura, 'una retorica, proiettata verso il pubbli-
co, realistica, didattica e morale, I’altra poetica, rivolta verso il testo, i suoi
meccanismi di costruzione e funzionamento, allegorica e edonistica” (“two
opposing conceptions of literature are contrasted, one rhetorical, projected
toward the audience, realistic, didactic and moral, the other poetic, directed
toward the text, its mechanisms of construction and functioning, allegorical
and hedonistic”, Jossa 1996, 23). Really, Speroni’s nurse is not a mediocre
or humble figure who does no more than support the protagonists, as in
some cases she even stands in for them. While Canace and Macareo recog-
nize the error of their tie and are racked by remorse, the nurse justifies her
masters’ behaviour with heterodox arguments. Her behaviour stems from
this ideological position which is at the antipodes of the ethical canons of
sixteenth-century society and Christian tradition, es. Leviticus 18, 6: “omnis
homo ad proximam sanguinis sui non accedet, ut revelet turpitudinem eius”
(“None of you shall approach to any that is near of kin to him, to uncover
their nakedness”, KJV).*

In addition, the protagonists’ inexperience and repeated hesitations con-
trast with the old woman’s readiness, openly challenging Eolo in the absorb-
ing scene of the basket. In short, whether she is scellerata (“wicked”), follow-

4] quote from Weber and Fischer 1980.
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ing Giraldi’s interpretative categories, or merely mezzana (“intermediate”),
the nurse takes her own life because she is at the centre of the drama, not
on its fringes.* The writer thus saturates the potential of the minor tragic
figure and strains Aristotelian theory to breaking point.* The joint suicide of
Canace and the nurse seems strange, as often in tragedy the isolated, solemn
death of the heroine discloses an exemplum of rectitude, or indicates the
brutality of the oppressor who orders her elimination.* In Canace, instead,
we have a death that the sharing of a mutual existential progress takes to
its extreme consequences. Giraldi’s pedagogic view of catharsis thus gave
way to compassion, which disoriented the audience and the disturbing story
seemed to implicate them. Speroni’s disrespect of tradition was explained
by Felice Paciotto by the restricted, elite audience of Canace.”” While Giraldi
wanted edifying, consoling tragedies that would educate a large number of
spectators (“idioti”, “the ignorants”), Speroni wrote an avant-garde work for
a learned audience of “virtuosi” (“connoisseurs”) and “studiosi dell’antica
poesia” (“scholars of ancient poetry”, Dalle Laste and Forcellini 1740a, 232).
Finally, we should add a missing link in the chain of the inventio of Sper-
oni’s nurse: there is another model for her in Myrrha’s servant in the Meta-
morphoses (10.298-502): Speroni himself in the Apologia mentions several
times yet another Ovidian source with the aim of justifying the disconcert-
ing nature of Canace as well as his casual way of reworking the classics.*
In addition, Myrrha’s nurse is called a “buona femmina” (“good woman”)
because “assai fece per delivrarla di quello amore scelerato, alla perfine, per-
ché vivesse, le fe’ godere degli abbracciamenti del padre” (“she did much to
deliver her from that wicked love, and in the end, let her enjoy her father’s
embraces so that she might live”, Roaf 1982a, 191). In Ovid she is devoted to
the protagonist, whom she saves miraculously from a suicide attempt: after
a detailed discussion, the nurse discovers that Myrrha is in love with her
father Cinyras. She does not try to stop her mistress, but encourages and
supports her - ““vive, ait haec, ‘potiere tuo’ — et non ausa ‘parente’ / dice-

44 Sunno’s argument is apt (Dalle Laste and Forcellini 1740b, 254): “le persone intro-
dutte dal Sperone non han patito cosa o difficile o impossibile da sostenersi da uomo:
ma piuttosto han operato cosa, che per non la fare dovean esporsi ad ogni danno e rui-
na ed anco morire” (“the characters introduced by Sperone have not suffered anything
difficult or impossible for a man to bear: but they have rather done something, which
not doing would leave them open to all kinds of harm and ruin and even death”).

4 The most innovative nurse in antiquity is that in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers: in
the second episode of the first stasimon she ignores Clytemnestra’s advice and, con-
vinced by the maidservants, goes to Aegisthus, telling him to return home without his
armed escort. On this, see Margon 1983, 286-97.

4 See the discussions of Ventricelli 2009, 31-7 and Gallo 2019b, 45-64.

47 On Speroni’s polymorphic classicism, see Fournel 1990 and Katinis 2018.

4 On this, see Cotugno 2018.
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133

re, conticuit, promissaque numine firmat” (“‘Live then’ said the other, ‘have
your’ — she did not dare say ‘father’; she said no more, calling on Heaven to
confirm her promises”, 429-30).” The plan hatched by the nurse is described
by Ovid in detail: as soon as the stratagem succeeds, the mala sedula nutrix
bursts out in a resounding “gaude mea . . . alumna: / vicimus!” (“Rejoice, my
child, we win”, 438, 442-3); she then accompanies Myrrha inside her father’s
bedroom and encourages her mistress not to hesitate - “cunctantem longae-
va manu deducit, et alto / admotam lecto cum traderet ‘Accipe’, dixit, / ‘ista
tua est, Cinyra’, devotaque corpora iunxit” (“leads her by the hand to the
side of the high bed and, delivering her over, says: ‘Take her, Cinyras, she is
yours’; and leaves the doomed pair together”, 462-4).>°

Ovid’s nurses are actively involved in the intrigue, but are not killed, as
their death cannot obscure Canace’s guilt-ridden dejection or the anguished
transformation of Myrrha. In Speroni, by contrast, the nurse kills herself
out of diegetic coherence: the shadow heroine of the tragedy — now com-
plementing the protagonists, now supplementing them - dies alongside her
mistress, because jointly responsible in the drama. She does not merely facil-
itate the incest of brother and sister, but — whereas Macareo’s and Canace’s
love is Venus’ sadistic punishment — seems the real guilty party against
whom Eolo’s fury is turned.

Translation by Richard Bates
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Wet Nurses’ (In)visible Presences.
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Selected Early Modern English Dramas*

Abstract

Although recent scrutiny of the power dynamics in early modern birthing chambers
paints a complex portrait of varied (inter)dependencies, the belief in a potentially
disruptive and unruly midwife as well as a spectre of a threatening maternal influence
lingersin analyses of early modern English drama. Relatively less attention is devoted to
wetnurses, who, as [ argue, constitute ‘invisible presences’ in dramas of Shakespeare’s
era. Wetnurses’ fundamental role in infants’ development is only scantly alluded to or
erased. In this paper I look at wetnurses’ erasures in Shakespeare’s early tragedy Titus
Andronicus, late romance The Winter’s Tale and Middleton’s city comedy A Chaste
Maid in Cheapside. Inspired by Eva Feder Kittay’s “dependency critique”, I wish to
argue that nurses in early modern English drama function similarly to modern-day
“dependency workers” whose role grows out of fundamental dependency; a fact of
human existence obfuscated by the cult of human individualism and self-sufficiency
that has historically served only the privileged select of (white) males. Depictions of
wetnurses both reflect the necessity for ‘dispersed’ maternal care and simultaneously
unveil the failings of a care-taking system that refuses to valorise their work. If early
modern English drama reflects tangible realities of early modern women’s lives it
also illustrates a systemic failure to accommodate for dependents; labouring women
and their infants.

KEYwWORDs: wet-nursing in early modern drama; dependency work; dependency
critique; pregnancy and maternity in Shakespeare; pregnancy and maternity in
Middleton

In her ground-breaking midwifery manual The Midwife’s Book, or The Whole
Art of Midwifery Discovered (1671), Jane Sharp writes: “The usual way for
rich people is to put forth their children to nurse, but that is a remedy that
needs a remedy, if it might be had; because it changeth the natural dispo-
sition of the child, and oftentimes exposeth the infant to many hazards, if
great care be not taken in the choice of the nurse” (1999, 259). Sharp man-
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ages to bring together several essential aspects of wet-nursing “as a social
institution”.? Firstly, she acknowledges breastfeeding as fundamental in any
child’s survival and healthy development. Secondly, she lends credence to
the pervasive early modern anxiety of wetnurses’ potentially perilous influ-
ence on the babies in their care and, finally, she acknowledges wet-nursing
as an elitist service accessible only to the privileged. Although Sharp writes
extensively about the desirable qualities wetnurses should possess, she sole-
ly focuses on the baby and its parents’ needs. Like previous male authors,
Sharp’s narrative instrumentalizes and objectifies wetnurses. One is caught
in a double bind; although fundamental and even potentially threatening,
wet-nurses are almost solely reduced to the commodified liquid their body
produces. Their health and well-being is only important as far as it serves
the well-being of another family. Their necessary work and care transpires
in the infants’ growth but they - as carers and nurturers - remain largely
invisible.

Wetnurses’ invisibility, I argue, is part of a larger cultural blind spot re-
garding the clash between nascent early modern ideals of self-sufficient, in-
dependent subjectivity and inescapable dependency inscribed in homo sa-
piens’ mammalian existence. In the early modern period newly-emergent
notions of subjectivity and budding individualism were in flux. On the one
hand, pre-Harveyesque “humoral subjectivity” was “open, penetrable, flu-
id, and extended”, while human affective humoral make-up was believed to
be shared with non-human animals (Paster 2004, 137). One the other, early
modern humoralism was clearly gendered and required “the strategic con-
tainment of female appetite and reproduction and the strategic promotion of
male potency” (Paster 1993, 58). Despite seemingly hight regard for materni-
ty, “the ideology of motherhood” was subservient to patriarchy and helped
maintain the status quo (Crawford 2013, 5-6). Women, as both subjects and
objects of reproduction, occupied an uncomfortable position; suspended be-
tween human and non-human, being often animalized and vilified for their
reproductive and maternal roles.?

Early modern English drama reflects this tenuous state of knowledge
on reproduction and the sex-gender system under pressure. Independent

> The phrase “wet nursing as a social institution” comes from Fildes 1986, 152.

3 For instance, midwifery books maintain an ancient belief that the female womb
was an animal capable of movement and intention. Both infertility and an abnor-
mal pregnancy could be seen as punishment for sin or a consequence of female “mon-
strous imagination” (Huet 1993, 13-35). A healthy pregnancy is seen as a tenuous con-
dition, bordering on disease, during which a woman is expected to avoid any “excess”
that may result in a miscarriage (Rosslin and Raynalde 2009, 136-8). On the limita-
tions placed on pregnant women, see Pollock 2013, 50-1. On the womb as an animal, see
Crawford 2013, 6.
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masculine identity is fashioned through the brutal severing of mother-child
bonds and maternal erasure or containment.* Nevertheless, human babies
just like other mammals can only thrive in conditions of dependency; a fact
of existence either ignored or violently repressed in the drama of the period.
In this paper I am interested in other, less critically scrutinized ‘maternal
figures’. In what follows, I investigate the role of wetnurses in three, ge-
nerically different dramas; Shakespeare’s early tragedy Titus Andronicus (c.
1593), Shakespeare’s romance The Winter’s Tale (1610) and Middleton’s most
acclaimed city comedy A Chaste Maid in Cheapside (ca. 1613).

Research on early modern labour and lying-in has often underscored the
exclusivity of female spaces and the central role of the midwife in paterni-
ty-naming narratives in the otherwise male-dominant culture. Labour and
lying-in have been read as power reversal sites with the labouring women
emerging as a “woman-on-top”.> Although more recent scrutiny of the pow-
er dynamics in early modern birthing chambers paints a somewhat more
complex portrait of varied (inter)dependencies, the belief in a potentially
disruptive and unruly midwife as well as a spectre of threatening mater-
nal influence lingers in analyses of English early modern drama.® In reality,
in the dramas where such ‘mysterious’ powers are attributed to birthing
communities, female characters are most vulnerable to the attacks on their
bodily autonomy. Unruly, pregnant Tamora is only safe until the burden of
her secret remains safely tucked in her womb. Once the baby is born nei-
ther she nor the baby are safe. The unknowability of Hermione’s pregnancy
mobilizes shocking injustices that befall her. Paulina, a paternity-naming
midwife, can do little to protect her or the baby. Mrs Allwit may be safe
only because her husband is greedy enough to be a willing cuckold, while
her lover ready to pay for the upkeep of their child. Had Allwit wanted to

4 Kahn argues that maternal erasure in King Lear demonstrates “a patriarchal con-
ception of the family in which children owe their existence to their fathers alone” (1992,
95). Adelman investigates “a masculinity that can read in the full maternal body only
the signs of its own loss” (1992, 222). Rose traces the trope of a “dead” or “dying moth-
er” in canonical literary texts where the mother’s authority grounded in paternity
knowledge neither empowers or makes her secure (2017, 3, 5).

5 See Zemon-Davis’s classic article “Women on Top” (1975). Zemon-Davies’ argu-
mentation has inspired various historical and literary readings of the birthing ritual, in
which both the midwife and the labouring woman, at least temporarily, have the up-
per hand over their husbands e.g. Wilson 2002, 132-4; Wilson 2013, 72-83. For more on
paternity dependence on women’s words and women’s authority see Bicks 2000, 52;
Bicks 2003, 11-21; Luttfring 2019, 1-22.

¢ As Gowing argues, women’s relationships in the birthing process have been “ide-
alized” to see “birthrooms as havens of female support” and “midwives as heroines”,
whereas in fact women played important roles enabling the continuance of early mod-
ern patriarchy (2013, 6).
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expose his unfaithful wife or Sir Walter got bored of his lover and decided to
withhold funds, Mrs Allwit would have found herself in a parallel situation
to the anonymous Wench who was forced to abandon her baby because of
her unmarried status and penury. In each case, pregnancy and/or maternity
diminish (in comedies or romances) or utterly annihilate (in tragedies) ma-
ternal figures. The care over the children left or abandoned remains a linger-
ing, uncomfortable question.

In this sense, severance or suspension of mother-child bonds may open up
some limited space for an investigation of alternative nursing and care-tak-
ing systems beyond biological mothering. Yet, in none of the plays wetnurs-
es emerge as well-rounded characters. In Titus, Shakespeare collapses the
role of a paternity-naming midwife, birth attendant and wetnurse into one
character refereed to plainly as Nurse. Although The Winter’s Tale is steeped
in maternal imagery, while pregnancy and labour constitute the play’s nex-
us, a wetnurse is a barely visible spectre. In Middleton’s city comedy, both a
dry and wet nurse accompany Mrs Allwit in her sumptuous lying-in. How-
ever, both these characters are reduced to a bare minimum. In each play ges-
tation, labour and early maternity are central to the dramas’ key conflicts. If
maternal presences are strategically removed, contained or mocked in these
plays, care-takers like wetnurses are devalorised even further. As I argue,
the fact that “pregnancy plays™ of various genres erase or minimize nurses
in equal measure speaks to a wider cultural oversight of “dependency work”
and “dependency workers”. This cultural blind spot is a historical legacy that
unfortunately lingers in modern culture that seemingly espouses equality.

Hence, my argument revolves around glaring absences of those in whose
arms children spent crucial, formative early months or years of their lives.?
Following, Eva Feder Kittay’s “dependency critique”, I wish to argue that
nurses in English early modern drama function similarly to modern-day
“dependency workers” whose role grows out of fundamental dependency;
a fact of human existence obfuscated by the cult of human individualism
and self-sufficiency that has historically served only the privileged select of
(white) males. Kittay’s acclaimed Love’s Labour: Essays on Women, Equali-
ty and Dependency has provocatively interrogated modern liberal ideals of

7 I am using Thiel’s term “pregnancy play” to point to the dramas that feature a
pregnant character, whose pregnancy drives the central conflict in the play (2018,
144-5).

# One exception may be the character of Nurse in Romeo and Juliet as she is Juliet’s
‘alternative’ mother. Still, with her talkativeness and bawdy humour she is a comic
character who, in a way, contributes to the mockery of female care-givers in a similar
vein to Middleton’s birth attendants in the grotesque post-christening scenes. My ref-
erence to the nurse in R&f comes from an unpublished paper by Elizabeth Ann Mackey
presented at SAA 2022.
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equality as exclusive rather than inclusive and poignantly drawn attention
to the necessity of including conditions of dependency in all human social
projects. As Kittay argues: “the presumption of equality obscured the ex-
pense to which many of our societal interactions are not between persons
symmetrically suited, even when they are between individuals who might
otherwise be autonomous. Moral, political common social theories have
left us with a moral, and often legal, vacuum in domains where women are
likely to be at one end of the asymmetry” (2019, 19). Kittay outlies various
inescapable conditions of dependency such as childhood, old age, disabili-
ty, temporary incapacitation, disease etc., which require the performance of
dependency work. This type of work has been historically assigned to wom-
en. It has often been unpaid or badly paid and as such has excluded many
women from the competition over goods and social status. Modern equality
conceptualization, as she argues, “which uses white middle class men as the
measure, improves the lives of some women at the cost of a greater degree
of inequality for other women” (Kittay 2019, 22). As many middle-class priv-
ileged women have the means to employ “dependency workers” to aid them
in their everyday struggles in their careers, the dependency workers them-
selves are excluded from the ‘fruits’ of equality.

Gaard argues that in modern culture “breast milk and women’s labor are
part of the gift economy that is simultaneously invisible, unmonetized, and
appropriated in national and international economic systems” (2017, 94). In
early modern culture wet-nursing was a recognized form of paid labour, but,
still, it was “possibly demeaning” (Paster 1993, 215). Although early modern
drama grows out of a pre-industrial, pre-capitalist context, Sharp’s commen-
tary on the rich people hiring wetnurses for their children, with which I
started, illustrates a parallel phenomenon to the modern treatment of “de-
pendency workers”. Sharp talks about a purchasing power that enables to
buy another woman’s bodily resources. As I argue, the employment of a wet-
nurse in the early modern context further disembodies and inferiorises both
privileged and less-privileged women. It serves a systemic erasure of depen-
dency work, which in selected dramas has disastrous consequences for ev-
eryone involved. Depictions of wetnurses both reflect the necessity for ‘dis-
persed’ maternal care and simultaneously unveil the failings of a care-taking
system that refuses to valorise their work. It is the withholding of fundamen-
tal tactile bonds that drives conflicts in the dramas. Simultaneously, these
failures underscore the necessity for “tactile sociality™ necessary for stable
social development. If English early modern drama indeed reflects tangible

o I am borrowing the term “tactile sociality” from Willet 1995, 31. For an insightful
and multi-layered analysis of touch in the early modern context, see the collection edit-
ed by Harvey 2016a.
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realities of early modern women’s lives it also captures a systemic failure to
accommodate for ‘dependents’; labouring women and their infants.

“I'll make you feed on berries and on roots”: Nursing in Titus Andronicus
(4.2.179)

In Titus Andronicus, Tamora, Queen of the Goths and Empress of Rome,
gives birth to a black baby; a fruit of her extramarital affair with Aaron, the
Moor, her servant and lover. Because Aaron’s “seal be stamped in his face”,
the baby-boy is promptly sent away to his father so that he should “christen
[him] with the dagger’s point” (Titus 4.2.129 and 72). Although dictated by
the necessity to survive, Tamora’s attempted infanticide is an ultimate act of
brutality meant to fossilize the audiences’ reception of her as a monstrous
and ‘unnatural’ mother, while Aaron’s elaborate plan to save his son partly
saves him from a label of an incorrigible villain without any moral qualms.
Aaron’s overriding of Tamora’s ‘maternal’ authority also contributes to the
reestablishment of the fathers’ rule in the play where matriarchal and pa-
triarchal family models clash.”” In 4.2. at the centre of this power struggle
there is a character of a nurse with the hapless baby in her arms. The nurse
is introduced as Tamora’s birth attendant or ‘gossip’, whereas in fact she
functions as a paternity-naming midwife'' and a messenger relying Tamo-
ra’s command. As swiftly as she arrives, she is brutally murdered by Aaron
who heralds his rash act as a “deed of policy” (Titus, 4.2.150). Getting rid of a
“long-tongued, babbling gossip”, he proceeds with his plan to exchange his
black baby for his countryman’s son who happened to be born white ( Titus,
4.2.152). The swiftness with which Aaron acts unveils the birthing commu-
nity’s vulnerability as well as an uncomfortable realization that women-nur-
turers are easily exchangeable. Yet, the nurse’s momentary presence raises
numerous issues regarding the immediate care of Aaron’s son.

In line with the tragedy’s patriarchal orientation, the nurse in Titus
emerges as a liminal and threatening presence. The birthing ritual seemingly
follows proscribed scripts but, because of Tamora’s unorthodox sexual con-
duct, her labour and its aftermath reverses expected codes of behaviour. In
early modern rituals, once the baby was born it would be handed to the nurse

© On the questions of maternal and paternal authority in Titus, see Detmer-Goebel
2015, 111-15. On the clash between matriarchy and patriarchy as well as the association
of Tamora with unruly “wilderness”, see Carter 2010, 38; Wynne-Davies 1991, 137. On
the alternative familial arrangements and the “redeeming” of Aaron, see Brown 2019,
loc. 2459-515.

" On the role of midwives in confirming patriarchal paternity scripts, see Bicks
2000, 52; Bicks 2003, 33-4.
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to be washed and swaddled, while the midwife would offer her full attention
to the mother (Gélis 1996, 178). In Titus, like in other pregnancy plays, labour
and lying-in are pushed off-stage, confirming the “unrepresentable” nature
of pregnancy and birth in Western culture.’® Aaron, Demetrius and Chiron,
excluded from the birthing chamber, are shown on stage awaiting the news
of the Emperor’s son, while Tamora is “in her unrest” (Titus 4.2.31). Possibly,
because the baby is born black it is the nurse, not the midwife Cornelia, who
is tasked with the delivering of the message to Aaron. Since Tamora decides
that the baby must die the regular paternity-bestowing act is transferred to
the nurse, clearly a less authoritative figure than the midwife. In this par-
ticular case there is also nothing to gain from this otherwise prestigious
job."” This way, Shakespeare subtly signals the dubious moral standards and
cowardice that Cornelia the midwife might exhibit, which align her with
the stereotype of the incompetent and greedy midwife mocked in numerous
early modern texts."

The Nurse in Titus Andronicus is also associated with the inferiorised
birthing community, accused of dishonesty and untrustworthiness.”® The
nurse’s loyalty lies in-between her allegiance to the labouring woman and
subservience to the woman’s husband, in this case the Emperor. She decides
to follow her mistress’s command. Although she follows through with Ta-
mora’s plan, she is presented as a fearful and spineless woman, whose mis-
givings are dismissed by Aaron as “caterwauling” (Titus, 4.2.58). Jane Sharp
in The Midwife’s Book imagines a perfect candidate for a wetnurse in the
following words: “Such a woman is sociable, not subject to melancholy, not
be angry of fretful; nor peevish and passionate; but jovial, and will Sing

> For more on the aesthetics of birth and the taboo on the presentation of labour in
art and culture, see Brand and Granger 2012, 216, 220-5.

3 In Henry VIII by Shakespeare and Fletcher the Old Lady, functioning as a pater-
nity-bestowing midwife, is clearly driven by greed and her ambitions of gaining fa-
vour at court. She is visibly disgruntled by the meagre wages that she had been given
by Henry.

4 As I argue elsewhere: “Male fears surrounding the midwife’s incompetence or her
greed find their reflection in the midwife’s oath, in which she is sworn not to abandon
a poorer woman for the sake of a richer one or to deputise her tasks to a less experi-
enced or incompetent woman” (Burzyniska 2022, 35). Evenden provides the midwife’s
oath from 1713 in Appendix C (2000, 208). For the whole midwife’s oath, see Cressy
1999, 64-6. The “incompetent midwife” theme may be found in popular literature and
male-authored midwifery books which dismiss the midwives’ experience. Even Cul-
peper’s Directory for Midwives, despite its otherwise ambitious goals, undermines mid-
wives’ authority (Fissell 2004, 143).

5 The nurse is referred to as a “gossip”; a term that initially used to denote a god-
parent. Later it became associated with women and their “unruliness and mindless
chatter” (Bicks 2003, 27).
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and Dance, taking great delight in children; and therefore is the most fit to
Nurse them” (1999, 266-7). Shakespeare’s scant characterization of the Nurse
in Titus makes her nothing like the woman Sharp outlines. Although she
is presented on stage with the baby in her arms as is captured by Aaron’s
question: “What dost thou wrap and fumble in thy arms?”, she emerges as
grotesque mockery of a nurturing wetnurse (Titus 4.2.59).

Through her mouth the most disturbing prejudices against racialized
bodies are uttered;

A joyless, dismal, black and sorrowful issue.
Here is the babe, as loathsome as a toad
Amongst the fair-faced breeders of our clime.
(Titus, 4.2.68-70)

As a fruit of miscegenation, Aaron and Tamora’s baby is framed as a mon-
ster.’® Nevertheless, as LaPerle argues “Aaron mounts an inspired argument
for the constancy and vigour of the black body” (2019, loc. 3047-8). Shake-
speare allows a relatively minor character to express his period’s lingering
anxieties revolving racial difference and miscegenation. However, by put-
ting these words into the lips of a woman who should feel responsible for
the baby’s welfare, he aligns the Nurse with the maligned, animalized and
monstrous Tamora and, by extension, the whole female birthing community:.
Through the reversal of maternal expectations, he manages to stage an ulti-
mate social threat; assisted maternal infanticide. It is this move that allows
the villain Aaron to be partially redeemed, while Tamora to be ‘denatural-
ized” and ‘animalized’.

The incidence of wet-nursing in early modern England was steadily
growing, while more and more parents hired wetnurses from the poorest
sections of society (Fildes 1986, 156). Badinter argues that a widespread prac-
tice of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French mothers of sending
their babies to overworked and incompetent wetnurses was a masked form
of infanticide (1998, 101). Wet-nursing in early modern France was prevalent
across all social strata and resulted in staggering death rates among infants
(Badinter 1998, 98). The withholding of nursing of one’s own baby resulted
in “maternal indifference” (62-8). Sharp in her midwifery manual confirms
that the early moderns were aware of the emotional bonds forming between

% Loomba (2002, loc. 664-5) famously comments on the baby: “By bringing this ba-
by on stage, Shakespeare was doing something entirely unprecedented, but it was also
a scene he never repeated. Aaron’s son is the only child of an interracial couple that we
actually see on the early modern stage in England”. For more on the contentious nature
of interracial relationships, see Loomba 1989, 52; Loomba 2002, loc. 547-9. For more on
the fears of miscegenation in the period, see Royster 2000, 432 and 449.
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a nursing mother and her baby: “for doubtless the mothers milk is commonly
best agreeing with the child; and if the mother do not nurse her own Child,
it is a question whether she will ever love it so well as she doth that proves
the Nurse to it as well as Mother: and without doubt the child will be much
alienated in his affections by sucking of strange Milk, and that may be one
great cause of Childrens proving so undutiful to their parents” (1999, 265).
In Titus, Tamora promptly sends her baby away, preventing any maternal
feelings to be stirred. Hence, Shakespeare paints an extreme portrait of an
infanticidal mother who is assisted in her project by a nurse whose primary
concern should be to nurse and nurture the baby and not assist in its death.
Once the nurse’s compromised priorities are unveiled, her brutal murder at
the hands of Aaron is, in a way, justified. She, like Tamora, is animalized in
death as Aaron announces: ‘Wheak, wheak! — so cries a pig prepared for the
spit” (Titus 4.2.148).

However one looks at the conflicted relations within Tamora’s birthing
chamber, Aaron’s proactive murders of the nurse and, presumably, the mid-
wife Cornelia, do not resolve the issues of his sons’ safety and nurturance.
As it transpires, Aaron is never capable of delivering the baby to his coun-
tryman where his son could be nursed by the man’s newly-delivered wife.
Standing over the nurse’s dead body, he presents his absurd vision of feeding
an infant “berries” and “roots” as well as “curds and whey” (Titus 4.2.179-80).
In a fantasy reminiscent of Romulus and Remus, who were nursed by a she-
wolf, Aaron sees his son “sucking” a goat and growing up to be a warrior
(Titus 4.2.180-1). Aaron’s paternal intervention saves his son’s life but it also
communicates an uncomfortable realization that women as nurturers are
invisible and dispensable, while warrior-like masculinity needs to be fash-
ioned independently of maternal, corrupting influence.

Eventually, Aaron’s crimes catch up with him and he is captured. Ironi-
cally, Aaron’s hiding place is uncovered by a Goth soldier who “heard a child
cry underneath a wall” (Titus 5.1.24). Aaron may have been caught, then,
because of his parental inaptness or his biological limitation. He may be a
doating father but he is not a nurse who could provide his son with vital
nourishment — breast milk — which is a condition for the baby’s survival. In
the end, Aaron decides to divulge all his secrets in exchange for his son’s life.
At the closing of the play, Aaron’s son lives but the question who becomes
his care-taker and nourisher is an open-ended one. Given infants’ high mor-
tality in the period the baby’s survival is by no means guaranteed. What is
clear is the annihilation and erasure of all possibilities for female nurturance.
The play closes with the reinstatement of the rule of the Andronici, with
whom the vicious cycle of violence and brutality started in the first place.
Rather than a cathartic fresh start, one is left with a vision of “beasts and
prey” feeding on the maternal body (Titus 5.3.197).
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“Give me the boy. I am glad you did not nurse him”: Nursing in The
Winter’s Tale (2.1.56)

Similarly to Titus, Shakespeare’s romance The Winter’s Tale is visibly indebt-
ed to maternal imagery, while the events surrounding Hermione’s pregnancy,
labour and the lying-in constitute the nexus of tragic events in this seemingly
‘happy’ play. Numerous critics record Leontes’s nervous flight from the body
and the anxieties that Hermione’s pregnant body stirs “as a symptom of a
deeply entrenched - though not necessary or inevitable — collusion between
the representational and libidinal economies of patriarchal culture” (Enter-
line 2000, 221)."”” Although Hermione is not a transgressive mother like Tamo-
ra, her pregnant body, by default, inspires the shocking injustices that befall
her once Leontes harbours suspicions of her infidelity. Not only is Hermione
a victim but also both her children are deprived of the necessary nurturance.
The Winter’s Tale emerges as a play haunted by maternal absences and fail-
ures of alternative care-taking networks. Along with maternal banishment,
Shakespeare stages the wetnurse’s erasure. Both Mamillius, whose very
name points to his continued reliance on his nurse’s milk, and infant Perdita
are deprived of the nurturing presence of their mother but also a wetnurse
who would take her place.’®

One of the most well-known scenes in which wet-nursing is alluded to but
the wet-nursing agent and her work are made invisible is Leontes’ barging
into an exclusively female space of Hermione’s imminent birthing chamber.
In the spirit of Ruddick’s conceptualization of “maternal thinking” and “pre-
servative love” (1995, 13, 65), in this touching and intimate scene, maternal
care is dispersed and divided among other maternal figures as heavily preg-
nant Hermione appeals to her ladies for help in taking-care of over-energetic
Mamillius; “Take the boy to you. He troubles me, / Tis past enduring” (WT
2.1.1-2). The women take turns in playing with the boy, giving Hermione a
momentary respite."” Leontes enters this site of collective care-taking and
nurture and orders Mamillius to be taken away:

7 Hermione’s pregnant body has been read as stirring anxieties generated by preg-
nancy’s “closeness” to unreasonable, uncontrollable nature that opposes seemingly or-
derly patriarchy e.g. Erickson 1982, 819; Adelman 2003, 146; Cavell 2010, 128; Ephraim
2007, 48; Caporicci 2015, 42; McCandless 1990, 64. For more positive interpretations
of mysterious maternal power implicit in the play, see Woodford 2001, 30; Karpinska
2010, 427, 440.

¥ On the name’s etymology, see Woodford 2001, 31.

¥ The scene has also been read in terms of the pleasures and powers implicit in the
oral tradition of story-telling. As Lamb writes: “the fear which causes the boy’s violent
removal from his mother’s presence . . . gives expression to a similar cultural fear of fe-
male influence evoked by oral tales enjoyed in childhood” (2010, 159).
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Give me the boy. I am glad you did not nurse him.
Though he does bear some signs of me, yet you
Have too much blood in him.

(WT 2.1.56-8)

Although, as Leontes observes, Hermione did not breastfeed their son, the
boy still takes after her; an observation that causes his alarm. Leontes’s words
have been identified to point to maternal milk and its potentially perilous
influence on the infant (Woodford 2007, 28). Leontes, violently removing
Mamillius, may be vengefully staging a second maternal separation resulting
from the conditions of the wet-nursing culture. In this sense, Leontes’s rage
grows out of his own maternal deprivation (Paster 1993, 197-208). Both these
lines of interpretation point to a patriarchal culture bent on erasing female
nurture; be it maternal or growing out of a wider female collective.

In line with early modern medical knowledge, breast milk may influence
the infant’s appearance or character. Sharp summarizes masculine anxieties
of women’s powers to shape and transform through nursing: “Many Physi-
cians have troubled themselves and others with unnecessary directions, but
the chiefest is to choose a nurse of a sanguine complexion, for that is most
predominant in children; and therefore that is most agreeing to their age: but
beware you choose not a woman that is crooked, or squint-eyed, nor with
a misshapen Nose, or body, or with black Teeth, or with stinking breath,
or with any notable depravation; for these are signs of ill manners that the
child will partake of by sucking such ill qualified milk as such people yield;
and the child will soon be squint-eyed by imitation, for that age is subject
to represent, and take impression upon every occasion” (1999, 266). Sharp,
a female midwife, partly dismisses male physicians’ worries of wet-nurses’
influence on the infants but she simultaneously acknowledges that children
may inherit physical disabilities from their wetnurses or copy bad charac-
ter qualities. Woodford argues that: “Though Leontes ruefully admits that
he cannot control reproduction because there is ‘no barricado for a belly’
(1.2.204), he does create a barricado for the breast, and so is able to wrest
back control over the influence and shaping of his children” (2007, 188). Yet,
this control is evidently illusory as, by his own admission, his son still takes
after the mother.

In Leontes’s eyes the absent and unnamed wetnurse that breastfed Ma-
millius is dangerously aligned with the inferiorised maternal influence. Not
only is her work synonymous with maternal values but so is her person
utterly fused with the maternal figure. The direct violence resulting from Le-
ontes’s fury falls on Hermione, accused of adultery, but his fury is extended
to the entire birthing and nursing community as he says:
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... women say so,
That will say anything. But were they false
As o’erdyed blacks, as wind, as waters, false
As dice are to be wished by one that fixes . . .
(WT 1.2.130-3)

For Leontes all women involved in care networks are thus suspect and in-
herently false. One could dismiss Leontes’s rage as ramblings of a single,
momentarily insane man had it not resulted in a chain of tragic events to
which Hermione, Mamillius and Perdita all fall victim to. What is even more
disturbing in the suppression of the communal care-taking network is the
fact that no one, except for Paulina, really takes Hermione’s side. In 2.1. the
men at court, express their misgivings but no one, except for Hermione’s
ladies, follows her. Once Hermione and her ladies are gone, Leontes severs
any contacts between Mamillius and the female community, clearly without
providing any alternative source of nurture for the boy. As is reported by
the servant, the child dies of worry over his mother; “The prince your son,
with mere conceit and fear / Of the queen’s speed, is gone” (WT 3.2.141-2).
Mamillius has not only been deprived of maternal presence, but any female
nurture that could help him in dealing with the traumatic separation from
his mother.

In The Winter’s Tale the most wholesome scenes are the ones where ma-
ternal work is shared by women whose agency is visible and appreciated.
The work of these women fuses tactile bonds with the verbal pleasure of
story-telling. The women in 2.1, taking care of Mamillius, are not merely
unnamed hands executing seemingly meaningless activities but individu-
als, whose job is to foster the child’s healthy development. As Willett ar-
gues: “The caress between parent and child gives a pleasure that is — unless
numbed by the alienating labor of patriarchal motherhood — immediately
exchanged. It is, moreover, a pleasure easily overlooked” (1995, 39). When
the women in 2.1 exchange kisses with Mamillius and invite him to share a
story, they shape Mamillius’s ‘relational’ identity but also form a support-
ive community. It is the importance of this “tactile sociality” that Leontes
overlooks when he deprives his son of the contact with the ‘dependence’
community. On a certain level, he understands the fundamental role of touch
in human relationships because his punishments all involve the severing of
communal relations based on physical intimacy. On the other hand, Leontes
takes every opportunity to mock tactile bonds. When he takes away Mamil-
lius he says:

Bear the boy hence. He shall not come about her.
Away with him, and let her sport herself
With that she’s big with.
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(WT 2.1.59-61)

The worst punishment for Hermione is to take away her son, while simul-
taneously he maliciously mocks any consolation that she may find in her
intimate relationship with the baby in her womb.

Leontes’s banishment of his daughter Perdita amounts to the communal,
tactile deprivation that Mamillius was also subject to. Similarly to the jour-
ney that Aaron makes to the Goth camp, Antigonus subjects infant Perdita
to a gruelling sea voyage that stretches rules of probability. The question
regarding who provides sustenance for Perdita remains open. Picking baby
Perdita to carry her away to the ship Antigonus says:

Some powerful spirit instruct the kites and ravens
To be thy nurses! Wolves and bears, they say,
Casting their savageness aside, have done

Like offices of pity.

(WT 2.3.184-7)

Rather than foundational for the development of infant’s subjectivity, the
acts of nursing are limited here to the mere biological, animalized functions,
whose agents are once again dispensable. In fact, they do not even have to
be human as wolves and bears may as well serve as human children’s nur-
turers. Who and how nurses Perdita when she is later raised in a male-ex-
clusive Shepherd’s house also remains a mystery. As Woodford poignantly
summarizes: “While an early modern father could only choose between em-
powering his wife or empowering a wet-nurse with the shaping of his child
through nursing, The Winter’s Tale presents a more complete circumscrip-
tion of female power. Perdita is removed not simply from the influence of her
mother, but from the influence of any woman. Her upbringing is a fantasy of
an exclusively male nurture” (2007, 188).

Similarly to Titus, The Winter’s Tale enacts wetnurses’ erasure. In his ob-
sessions Leontes acknowledges the implicit power of wet-nursing in shaping
well-rounded individuals. On the other hand, the ease with which he enforc-
es the dissolution of care networks demonstrates systemic failures in the
protection of early modern dependents and dependency workers. However,
unlike Titus, The Winter’s Tale gives one a glimpse into an intimate reality
of female nurturers and their dependants. Given that Sicilia is turned into
a hostile desert in the aftermath of Hermione’s death and Perdita’s banish-
ment, while its King is consumed by guilt and remorse, one can safely as-
sume that, ultimately, The Winter’s Tale calls for a deepened appreciation of
an ethic of care, grounded in the foundational relationship between carers
and children. In its passing but weighty allusion to wet-nursing, the play
confirms the foundations of human social identities; “The first social bond
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occurs not trough the dynamics of the gaze but in the mixing of the milky
odors of the baby with the milky odors of the mother in skin-to-skin con-
tact” (Willet 1995, 34).

“I call not you, I call the wet nurse hither”: Nursing in A Chaste Maid
in Cheapside (2.2.17)

Middleton’s A Chaste Maid is more immersed in the early modern birthing
ritual than Titus or The Winter’s Tale. While in Shakespeare’s plays the ritual
is alluded to but ultimately pushed off-stage, Middleton opens the doors to
the birthing chamber to show the postpartum woman, her birth attendants
and both a dry nurse and a wetnurse on stage.”” Although the play has been
read as “a carnivalesque attack on primogeniture, on the sanctity of blood-
lines” (Altieri 1988, 182), while family has been identified as the “functional
dramatic unit” and “focus of his comedy” (Chatterji 1965, 107), the female
agents in the birthing ritual — mocked and ridiculed by Master Allwit — have
more often been identified with Middleton’s misogyny. Paster famously ar-
gues that “the female characters of A Chaste Maid in Cheapside reproduce a
virtual symptomatology of woman, which insists on the female body’s mois-
ture, secretions, and productions as shameful tokens of uncontrol” (1993,
52). However, female “leakiness” is associated with rank and privilege. In
this city comedy, set in an early-capitalist urban reality driven by greed and
social ambitions,” women are divided along class lines. Privilege determines
“an emotional right of way”, according to which rich women are given leave
to “express emotions in contrast to their maidservants whose job by and
large is not to have individual emotions but instead to use their wits to solve
their mistresses’ problems” (Paster 2012, 155). This phenomenon is observ-
able in Middleton’s characterization of the dry and wetnurse in the play.

A Chaste Maid gives its audiences three nurses; a dry nurse, wetnurse and
one referred to simply as nurse. They are all employed in Allwit’s household
as helpers to newly-delivered Mrs Allwit. The famous over-the-top scenes
have been identified as a parody of the lying-in of the Countess of Salisbury,
wife of William Cecil, the second Earl of Salisbury and son of Robert Cecil
(Jenstad 2004, 373). The Allwits’ ambitious social climbing reflects exuberant

2 For a reading of the birthing ritual’s “exoticization” as an expression of anxiety
over exclusively female spaces in A Chaste Maid, see Reynolds 2015, 30.

2 Marrotti believes that Middleton combines his previous interests in “materi-
alism and avarice, bourgeois pretensions, aristocratic degeneracy, religious hypoc-
risy, libertinism and prodigality” with themes of sexuality and fertility (1969, 65).
Following Newman, Anglin argues “for the emergence of an early modern urban
subjectivity” (2012, 12).
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spending of the new aristocracy in Middleton’s mockery of both the urban
and higher classes (Jenstad 2004, 394). Following this trail, the number of
nurses employed by the Allwits reflects their seemingly limitless financial
resources and high social standing. When in 2.3 Allwit calls for a Nurse only
to correct himself and say; “I call not you, I call the wet nurse hither”, the
ensuing confusion highlights the family’s overflowing exuberance, at the
same time depersonalizing and objectifying both nurses who momentarily
seem exchangeable (Maid 2.2.17). Yet, Allwit insists on seeing the wetnurse
with Sir Walter’s baby, unwittingly highlighting the indispensability of her
role in the infant’s care.

Although Allwitt finds it hard to keep up with the work in the household
and is confounded by each woman’s function, the wetnurse is called into
the room as an expert whose role is to confirm the patriarchal paternity
narrative weaved by Allwit and Sir Walter. With her ‘paternity-bestowing’
function, she announces to Allwit: “You may be proud on’t sir, / "Tis the best
piece of work that €’er you did” (Maid 2.2.21-2). The irony is that the child
is Sir Walter’s, not Allwit’s, which undermines the supposed female power
implicit in the birthing ritual. In her liminal position the wetnurse is taken
advantage of and limited to her instrumental role of upholding the narra-
tives written by men. Not only in his disgust of the birth attendants’ voracity
is Allwit demonstrative of his disrespect for female spaces, but he also voca-
tively distances himself from the work carried out by women;

Here’s running to and fro - nurse upon nurse,

Three charwomen, besides maids and neighbours’ children!
Fie, what a trouble have I rid my hands on;

It makes me sweat to think on’t.

(Maid 2.2.7-10)

It is evident that the actual day-to-day care over the newly-delivered mother,
her infant but also the whole household falls on the nurses who carry the
burden of dependency work, additionally having to follow Allwit’s whimsi-
cal demands and swallow his disrespect.

However, Middleton is by no means equivocal in his presentation of de-
pendency workers. His biting irony is directed as much at the greedy gos-
sips as at Allwit himself. After all, he is the miserly willing cuckold who
prostitutes his own wife for financial gain. The nurses in 3.1 are presented
as the only hard-working agents whose work is exploited. One may argue
that rather than being merely instruments in the hands of patriarchal de-
cision-makers, their presence enables to unveil injustices in contemporary
care-networking systems. Their honest work underscores Mrs Allwit’s priv-
ilege but also Allwit’s greed and blindness to the importance of care work.
When Allwit dares to act outside his purview and tells the nurse: “Here, take
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her in, nurse; wipe her, and give her spoon-meat”, she snaps at him: “Wipe
your mouth, sir” and promptly leaves (Maid 2.2.30, 31). She neither acknowl-
edges his request nor denies it but treats Allwit as if he were a child in need
of scolding. So, although Middleton divides his characters along the lines of
privilege, the nurse is not entirely voiceless. On the contrary, she attempts
to keep Allwit in line.

Early modern midwifery manuals place requirements on wet-nurses’ ap-
pearance, health, manners etc. Hardly anything is written of their needs.
As Sharp argues, wet-nurses’ sole gratification is the child’s well-being and
possibly the child’s gratitude when they grow up (1999, 267). The nurses in
Middleton’s comedy are almost reduced to the hands that carry and feed
the baby or bring in plates with food always ready to shout out: “At hand,
forsooth.” — as the Nurse at the christening responds when called for (Maid
3.1.5). However, how indispensable their work really is may be glimpsed in
the absurdist scene when the promoters pull out an abandoned baby from an
intercepted backet, thinking it was “a lamb’s head” (Maid 2.1.178). Realizing
the burden of an infant’s up-keep, the first promoter complains:

Half out getting must run in sugar-sops

And nurses’ wages now, besides many a pound of soap
And tallow; we have need to get loins of mutton still,
To save suet to change for candles

(Maid 2.2.174-7)

The baby’s presence calls for substantial funds; half of their wages would
now go to the hire of a wetnurse whose support is essential. The promoters
are more knowledgeable about the infant’s needs than privileged Allwit. Al-
though the wet-nurse’s help would be crucial to feed the baby human milk,
in their resolve to buy sugar-sops and candles the men seem resigned to get
involved in the infant’s care first-hand.

Middleton’s mockery does not escape anyone in the play. The promoters
are evidently greedy like the Allwits. However, although the scene is gro-
tesque, it provides a striking contrast with the scenes of exuberance at the
Allwits’ household, in a way subtly signalling a possibility of a dispersed
and relational care-network where both women and men cooperate in their
dependency work. Middleton’s comedy offers an array of female characters
involved in the birthing process, including a wetnurse who is given voice to
comment on her work. This voice seemingly serves the legitimization of a
patriarchal narrative and yet Middleton’s presentation is open to various in-
terpretations. Nevertheless, despite being given voice, the nurses in the play
are instrumentalized and reduced to the activities they perform, while the
care itself is not given any meaningful import. Rather care-taking is mone-
tized and becomes a transactional commodity in a nascent capitalist reality;
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a reality that would become a norm in the modern world.

Conclusion

“In the beginning is not the word; it is the touch”; Willet poignantly argues
in her outline of maternal ethics (1995, 47). Writing about touch in early
modern culture Harvey reminds us that: “Tactility, often despised, repudiat-
ed, forgotten, or subsumed into the other senses, is an insistent reminder of
corporeality as the necessary condition of our humanity” (2016b, 21). Ethic
of care philosophers have argued that touch is foundational for human sub-
jectivity. Wholesome social subjects are first forged in the arms of their nur-
turers rather than merely in the disembodied socialization process. In early
modern drama both maternal and non-maternal carers are often painfully
reduced or erased altogether. Maternal figures like Tamora, Hermione or
Mrs Allwit either are, or are believed to be, transgressive and therefore their
maternal influence is minimized by patriarchal figures. However, the plays’
patriarchs are often faced with an uncomfortable realization that female
nurturance is indispensable. So they cling to an illusory idea that agents of
nurturance may be exchangeable. Thus, each play has patriarchal figures
working hard to devalue human dependency in order to fashion a world in
which independent subjects arise free from tactile bonds implicit in nursing.
However, each play demonstrates a failure of such blindness to human de-
pendency; with Tamora’s baby’s fate unknown, an emotional desert in the
aftermath of Hermione’s death and Perdita’s abandonment, or a chillingly
greedy reality of Middleton’s London where some babies are coveted while
others are abandoned to their death. A world that fails to recognize the im-
portance of dependency work and dependency workers such as wetnurses
is essentially a world that fails dependents — labouring women and their
children.

One may argue that wet-nursing in the plays is positioned in such a way
as to support the patriarchal status quo; in its insistence on breaking the
child-mother bond, wet-nursing presents an alternative that is even more in-
strumentalized and exploited. Wetnurses become employees in the nascent
capitalist system that values neither maternal nor nurturer-child bonds and
fails to see them as fundamental to human subjectivity. Kittay argues of
modern culture: “The fact that women largely bear the burden of dependency
work is a legacy of tradition of sexism, and of sexual taboo against men being
involved in the intimate care of women’s bodies” (2019, x). Ultimately, numer-
ous past texts testify to the devalorisation of human touch, which disfranchises
both mothers and wet-nurses. This devalorisation is still prevalent in modern
culture which fails to see dependency work as fundamental to society’s func-
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tioning. Willett argues: “If society is not to consume itself in cycles of preda-
tion and sacrifice, ethical theory will have to begin with the tactile sensuality
between nurturer and child” (1995, 42). It is crucial to look at how dependency
work is presented in canonical texts in order to understand and deconstruct
this long-standing tradition of devaluing dependency work and dependency
workers, especially because the denial of “the rhythms and tonalities of the ca-
ress” (Willett 1995, 38) leads to ruinous consequences. It is high time we looked
at dependency workers such as wetnurses in popular culture across the ages in
order to accommodate dependency work in our future projects of social change.
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