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Judit Gera (Budapest) 

The Voice of Circe 

We basically know Circe from Homer's Odyssey. There she plays a crucial role both 
substantially and structurally. Although she deprives the comrades of Odysseus of their 
human shape by turning them into swine, she is, however, the person whose help is 
substantial for Odysseus. Hermes has previously given Odysseus an herb with which 
he could resist the magical power of Circe and so he stays human. Circe falls in love 
with him and Odysseus accepts her love. When the time comes Circe gives him good 
advice how he can go home to Ithaca. They are equals as lovers and they stay equals 
also when they have to say good-bye. Circe is not possessive and Odysseus fully 
acknowledges her power. 

Circe has not disappeared after Homer. She has become a motif in literary works 
from Alciato's emblems to Joyce's Ulysses and further on. She has also appeared and 
reappeared in paintings throughout the centuries. 

In later stories, however, Circe has become a frightening and cruel sorceress. Instead 
of the harmony and balance of the human values of men and women in Homer's work, 
there came polarisation. Circe has become the inscrutable, ferocious female, the Other, 
the enemy of men. Somebody who causes anxiety and chaos. Polarisation between 
men and women has always been closely connected with the social hierarchy of the 
sexes in and since Greek democracy. Women were subjected to men in every possible 
way. They had no place or voice in the political arena and were regarded as daughters, 
wives and mothers but not as independent human beings in social and political life. 

Every era and every culture makes use of mythological characters according to its 
own traditions and its own needs. In the Middle Ages, for example, Odysseus is 
regarded as a Christian hero who resists the pagan debauchery of Circe with his own 
means': The relationship between Circe and Odysseus is converted into the relation-
ship between two cultural modes, namely between paganism and Christendom. In this 
way there appears a polarisation, reflecting a value system that is by no means neutral. 
The less developed, the old fashioned, the regressive (in this case paganism) was 
connected to the feminine, the more developed, the new, the progressive (i.e. Chris-
tendom) to the masculine. It is remarkable that values regarded as positive are always 
associated with the masculine, and the negative ones with the feminine. Cixous argues 
that these value-charged binary oppositions are prevalent in almost all representations 
of men and women. Activity, culture, day, head, logos, ratio, the human being are 
associated with maleness, whereas passivity, nature, night, body, pathos, emotions 
and the animal are more often than not identified with the female.2 

Moorman, Eric M.; Utterhoeve, Wilfried: Van Achilleus tot Zeus. Thema's uit de klassieke 
mythologie in literatuur, muziek, beeidende kunst en theater. Nijmegen: SUN, 1987. 
Cixous, Héléne: The newly born woman. Trans. Betsy Wing. Minneapolis and Manchester: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1986, pp. 63-4, 83-8. 91-7. 
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Karel van de Woestijne 

Karel van de Woestijne (1878-1929) was a Flemish symbolist poet who belonged to 

the circle of Flanders' first full-fledged modern literary journal Van Nu en Straks 

(roughly: On Today and Tomorrow). Beside poetry he also wrote prose works, essays 

and journalistic pieces. He was well informed in contemporary symbolist literature and 

art as well as in the history of Flemish and French Belgian literature from Ruusbroec 

to Maeterlinck. With his younger brother, Gustave van de Woestijne, he spent some 

years at the small picturesque village of Sint-Martens-Latem, some twenty kilometres 

from Gent, between 1900 and 1904. Soon he became a kind of spiritual leader to the 

art colony there. Later he worked as a correspondent for the eminent daily paper, the 

Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant. In 1921 he was appointed professor of Dutch litera-

ture at the University of Gent. 

Among other things he was also immensely interested in classical mythology. He 

rewrote Homer 's Iliad in Flemish prose in 1910 and he also published two volumes 

of poetry based on mythological themes, with the title Interludieën (1912-14). In 

1904 he wrote a short story De zwijnen van Kirkè (The Swine of Circe) which was 

published in the volume Janus met het dubbele voorhoofd (Janus with the two fore-

heads) in 1908. It is this short story that I would like to discuss in this paper. How did 

Karel van de Woestijne 'read' the mythological figure of Circe? Did he continue the 

misogynie tradition of Circe's representation or did he subvert it as some researchers 

argue?3 In order to answer these questions I first place Van de Woestijne's text in con-

text, and then I shall use the method of feminist narratology as it is suggested by 

Susan Lanser4 for the analysis. 

Van de Woestijne's text in its symbolist context 

Van de Woestijne begins his story with Odysseus sitting around the table of Alkinos 

and Arete in the company of the Pheakes. He is telling them about his adventures with 

Circe on the island of Aiaia. This is the frame of the story - in the end we see him 

again finishing it in the same situation: sitting with Alkinos and Arete and the others. 

Odysseus' story here concentrates on the moment when Circe is sleeping on his knees 

after making love to each other. Everything that had happened before - arriving at the 

island, sending his sailors to discover the island, Circe's transforming them into swine 

- is skipped and supposed to be known. Circe is sleeping and in her sleep she is 

3 Vandevoorde, Hans: De onmacht die hem sarrend sloeg. Over Karel van de Woestijne. In: 
de Crits, Frank (red.): Brüssel in het fin-de-siècle. 100 jaar Van Nu en Straks. Antwerpen-
Baarn: Houtekiet, 1993. 

4 Lanser, Susan Sniader: Toward a Feminist Narratology (1986). In: Warhol, Robyn R.; Herndl, 
Diane Price (eds.): Feminisms: An Anthology of literary Theory and Criticism. New 
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1991. 
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speaking. This unconscious speech forms the essential part of the story. She is dreaming 
of the emancipation of women and she is formulating her wishes about a future when 
men and women shall be equal. Odysseus is listening to her, but he is tired in every 
respect: physically as well as spiritually. He does not react; he wants to leave the 
island. When Circe wakes up, they go to the sty where the sailors are human beings 
again. Circe lets them leave. In the end Odysseus confesses that he has told this story 
because of the impression made on him by the presence of Nausicaa. 

How does this story fit into the symbolist context? As Anna Marie Musschoot, the 
Belgian literary scholar argues, symbolists had a preference for well-known stories, 
myths and legends.5 They used these in order to project their personalities and the 
aesthetic and ethic problems of their time into them. Fairy tales, biblical and mytho-
logical stories, the world of the myths attracted them partly because of their aesthetic 
beauty, partly because they were considered to be a resort from the apparently 
unsolvable psychic and social issues of the time. Several examples are at hand: 
L après-midi d'un faune by Mallarmé (1875), adapted by Claude Debussy in 1894, the 
mythical, dream-like, vague, mythological background of Maeterlinck's symbolist 
plays, e.g. that of Pelléas et Mélisande (1892), the role of Germanic mythology in 
Wagner's operas, or the Moralités légendaires by Laforgue (1887). We can certainly 
interpret the usage of themes from classical mythology by Van de Woestijne in this 
symbolist context of escapism. The more so if we consider the problem "woman" at 
the end of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century and the same 
problem in the poet 's life. It was the era in which a further polarisation took place: it 
was not only between man and woman, but it developed further into a split between 
woman and woman. There was the 'good' woman, the saint, the mother, the virtuous, 
the chaste, and there was the 'evil ' one: the vampire, the whore, the sensuous, the 
inscrutable. Circe became the second one well before the end of the nineteenth century. 
Just because she had this representational past her figure was an easy prey for modern 
misogynie representation. On the other hand, Karel van de Woestijne was personally 
confronted with all those problems that defined the cultural climate of his time, 
among them the problem of women. All the issues can be found in his own poetry and 
other writings: he saw women as the embodiment of either good or evil, and he was 
engaged in solving this conflict with much suffering and inside struggle. His perso-
nality took a narcissist strain. He was extremely attached to his mother and therefore 
he developed a strange doubt and anxiety about his own love toward his future wife. 
He was torn by the presumed clash between the chastity of platonic love and sexuality. 
The disharmonious relationship between the sexes was an issue in his work. This 
explains a lot of the questions that are touched upon in his Circe-story. 

Another symbolist trait is the abstract, suggestive and hermetic use of language. 
Symbolist poets did not regard intelligibility as their first priority. Meaning was not 
something to be grasped easily. This is surely valid for the text of Karel van de 

Musschoot, Anne Marie: Karel van de Woestijne en het symbolisme. In: T'Sjoen, Yves et 
al. (reds): Op voet van gelijkheid. Opstellen van Anne Marie Musschoot. Studia Germanica 
Gandensia. Gent: Seminarie voor Duitse Taalkunde, 1994. 
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Woestijne: it is dim and hardly readable today because it makes use not only of archaic 

Dutch language but also of a very special local dialect and of several neologisms at 

the same time. 

The motifs of the evening, the night and the sea are also popular in symbolist 

works. Circe is the daughter of the Sun god, Helios and the sea goddess, Perse. Van 

de Woesti jne 's story begins in the evening and the absence of Helios is accentuated. 

Circe is here associated with the element of water and the element of darkness. Also 

dreams as such formed a central motif in symbolist poetry. This is not only a theme 

but also a structural part of the symbolist way of perception. We only have to remember 

the well-known words of Mallarmé: 'Nommer un objet, c 'est supprimer les trois-quarts 

de la jouissance du poème qui est faite de deviner peu à peu: le suggérer, voilà le rêve. 

C 'es t le parfait usage de ce mystère qui constitue le symbole. . . ' . In the story by Van 

de Woestijne Circe is dreaming and has a dream: both ways, literally and figurative-

ly. Her dreaming is not only relevant as part of the plot, it is also structurally so. I ' l l 

come back to this later. 

One of the most important features of symbolist art and literature is that the char-

acters embody an idea. What is the idea behind Van de Woesti jne 's Circe? 

What does Circe want? 

First of all she declares that although she is a goddess, she has empathy with the prob-

lems of a young human girl. Herewith she actually says that she has something of a 

human being in herself. Her body may be divine, yet her voice is human. That is what 

Odysseus also accentuates in Homer ' s story. Odysseus calls Circe a "dread goddess 

of human voice" (deine theos audéessa). This aspect seemed to be of extreme impor-

tance to Karel Van de Woestijne. In his story the most essential feature of Circe is that 

she is speaking a human language that we, readers, are supposed to understand. 

Secondly, she states that she is not a learned person, at any rate she does not have 

the established knowledge that is only accessible to men. However , she does have 

another sort of knowledge that is different f rom that of men. Karel van de Woestijne 

is remarkably progressive here drawing his readers ' attention to the existence of a 

possible feminine way of thought, a feminine sort of knowledge, deviant f rom the 

established mainstream patriarchal modes of knowledge. 

Having stated her position she sums up her complaints and wishes. She argues that 

women have always been subordinated to men, and that even being a mother depends 

on the sanction of man. She wishes for herself and for all women to be equal to men, 

to be active in their relationships instead of being passive. Women have always obeyed 

the laws of the animal world. These laws push women in the role of the eternal 

debaucher. That is why they have to learn to be beautiful and attractive for men, 

instead of learning how to be equal partners to them. Women are themselves respon-

sible for this situation: they have had too much patience, they have never revolted. 

Circe encourages women to fulfil their ideals. According to her it is the established 

order that forces women to make swine out of men time and again. The humbler, the 

more innocent the woman is, the more lascivious the man. She suggests that men 
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should get rid of their egoistic love. Circe does not expect a quick change in the man-
woman relationship, but she propagates change with full conviction. 

Based on Circe's theses one can surely get the idea of an exceptional feministic text 
avant la lettre. If we look at the style and the structure of the text, however, we come 
to a somewhat different conclusion. The stylistic means and the narrative strategies 
used by Karel van de Woestijne undermine the strength and the efficiency of the 
feminist message. 

Stylistic analysis 

The adjectives reveal the implicit polarised values between the male and female charac-
ters. Odysseus has a very positive epitheton ornans: 'Odysseus-vol-listen' (Odysseus 
full of tricks). Being tricky did not have any negative connotations in Homer's voca-
bulary. Being tricky meant having brains, creative power, being inventive. Karel van 
de Woestijne takes over this semantic field. Odysseus is a male character who is 
attractive by his intellectual capacities in the first place. The adjectives Odysseus uses 
when addressing female characters disclose another semantic field. Arete is not only 
called 'nederig' (humble) by the neutral omniscient narrator but Odysseus also 
addresses her as 'kuisch' (chaste). 'Humble ' right at the beginning of the story and 
'chaste' in the end form a gendered male view on Arete. Also Nausicaa, the daughter 
of Arete, becomes enclosed in a structure as 'Nausikaa der witte wangen die niet blozen 
moeten' (Nausicaa of the white cheeks that do not have to blush). She is described by 
her bodily functions that reflect her emotions. Nausicaa is again a female character 
who is verbally closed up in the world of her body and her emotions by a male character. 

Circe's entrance in the story is preceded by a description of the time of the day 
('vochte nacht' = wet night) and of the place ( ' te uitersten Westen-rijke van Okeanos' 
= at the utmost West end of Okeanos). The woman is yet again associated with water, 
the element of the unconscious, and with night, the element of sleep and dreams. While 
Odysseus is the cerebral hero, Circe is the threatening empire of the unknown. Also 
in the further parts of the text, in the descriptions Odysseus gives of Circe, she has 
attributes that underline her stereotyped character. Everything that has to do with her 
is dark and mysterious, is placed somewhere deep down, and is emotional and 
sensuous. Odysseus calls her the 'machtige en machtelooze Kirkè' (the powerful and 
powerless Circe). This reflects the typically male projections at the fin de siècle: the 
angst for the powerful and strong woman, on the one hand, and the triumph over the 
powerless, chaste and fragile woman, on the other. 

When Circe wakes up from her dream, Odysseus finds her ugly and abominable. 
He is afraid of her and finds her presence is disturbing. For Odysseus the conscious 
Circe is of no use: she may dream of emancipation but in her every-day conscious life 
she must play her suppressed role. 
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Narratological analysis 

The reader can see and listen to Circe through two narrative instances. The first one 
is by a neutral omniscient narrator. In the first paragraph it is this narrator that presents 
us the scene with Odysseus sitting at the table of Alkinos and Arete. We do not know 
if this neutral omniscient narrator is a man or a woman. The use of language, however, 
indicates a masculine point of view. The narrator calls Arete ' humble ' . This is not at 
all in accordance with the original story by Homer. Homer ' s portrait of Arete, as 
Yarnall convincingly argues,6 emphasises the inclusion of women in society rather than 
their exclusion. Arete is a woman who makes decisions of state on Phaiacia and is not 
at all 'humble ' . As the first female character in the story by Van de Woestijne's neutral 
omniscient narrator is called ' humble ' , I conclude that this narrator is looking through 
the eyes of a man. The adjective 'humble ' attached to a woman is a stereotype. Through 
the adjective ' humble ' she gets the role of the passive receiver of the story with her 
mouth shut, of the story told by a man. She has no further role or profile in the story 
except for bearing the two gendered adjectives ' humble ' and 'chaste ' . After the first 
paragraph the neutral omniscient narrator gives the word to Odysseus. He is then an 
' I as witness'-narrator and he is also the focaliser. He has the power of seeing and telling 
the story. When Circe gets the word she is already doubly embedded in the discourse 
of two male narrators. The reader can only reach her through these male agents. She 
is the most distant character in the narrative space. Accordingly the chance for the 
reader to identify with her is minimal. Besides she gets only the chance to perform an 
unconscious monologue but she does not get the chance to focalise. When she has 
finished her monologue, Odysseus takes the word again. The story is finished by the 
neutral omniscient narrator. 

What we have here is a matrix narrative and a hyponarrative (Bal, 1981 ).7 The one 
who is telling the story and who is focalising in the matrix narrative has power. The 
view of the character(s) in the matrix narrative defines the hyponarrative. In the Circe-
story by Karel van de Woestijne we see a very definite narrative hierarchical route: 1. 
first degree narrator: neutral omniscience (male) - 2. second degree narrator: I as 
witness: Odysseus (male) - 3. Circe (female) - 2. second degree narrator: I as witness: 
Odysseus (male) - 1. first degree narrator: neutral omniscience (male). By this structure 
Circe is embedded in the discourse of two male narrators and thereby she is forced 
into an object position. She is looked at and listened to - when she speaks she has a 
passive voice. Metaphorically speaking she is (in) the passive voice. The reader never 
sees her otherwise but with Odysseus ' eyes, never hears her but with Odysseus ' ears. 
Circe is not the one who can see and her speech is banned to the realms of her 
unconscious, to her dream. She can give form to her integrity only unconsciously. She 

6 Yarnall, Judith: Transformations of Circe. The History of an Enchantress. Urbana and 
Chicago: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1994, p. 68. 

7 Bai, Mike: De theorie van vertellen en verhalen. Inleiding in de narratologie. Muiderberg: 
Coutinho, 1990. 
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is closed up in her dream world while Odysseus is an active character. The binary 

oppositions of Cixous can easily be applied to them: Odysseus, being awake throughout 

the whole story, represents activity, awareness, day, logos, ratio, the human being. 

Circe, who is asleep, stands for passivity, nature, night, pathos, emotions, and the 

animal. Van de Woestijne might have tried to undermine these oppositions by letting 

Circe speak and letting us hear her voice. Nevertheless, this all happens in her dream, 

therefore the binary oppositions of the patriarchal value system remain efficient. 

The representation of Circe in the arts at the fin de siècle 

What is valid for texts, namely that the agent who has the word also has the power, 

is mutatis mutandis also applicable to pieces of art: s/he who has the gaze, defines what 

we see in the picture or how we see the picture. Mulvey argued that the unconscious 

of the patriarchal society has structured the form of the film. This is also true of the 

fine arts. Art reflects, exposes and manipulates the patriarchal interpretation of sexual 

difference. The dominating symbolic order contains a split between the active man 

who is gazing and the passive woman who is gazed at. Mulvey argues: 

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/ 
male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female 
figure, which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultan-
eously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic 
impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-atness. 

Not only at the end of the nineteenth century but actually throughout the whole of art 

history, it was (almost) always the man who had the gaze and it was the woman who 

was displayed as the visual object of that male gaze. The tradition of representation 

is omnipresent: it is a so-called culture-text, as Meijer extensively argues.8 

Dijkstra gives several examples of Circe 's negative interpretation in art. She 

appears on the canvasses of Arthur Hacker, John Will iam Waterhouse, Louis Chalon, 

Félicien Rops and many others (Dijkstra, 1986, 321-325). Henry de Groux (ca. 1900), 

Gustave Adolph Mossa (1904), Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer (1895, 1897), Franz von Stack 

(1913), Wright Barker (no date) and John Melhuish Strudwick (1886) also painted 

her according to the misogynie, patriarchal code. 

Making use of Mulvey ' s terminology we find two aspects in all these represen-

tations: the scopophile aspect (pleasure in looking) and the aspect of identification 

(identification with what is looked at). The first aspect implies 'an other ' , who, as an 

object to sexual stimulation, is subdued to the look of a ' subject ' . This very often goes 

hand in hand with voyeurism and sometimes even with sadism. The second aspect has 

to do with narcissism and with the constitution of the ego. 

Meijer, Maaike: In tekst gevat. Inleiding tot een kritiek van representatie. Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 1996, p. 60. 
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In representations of Circe we find both aspects. The scopophilic aspect is apparent 
in the fact that Circe, even if threatening, is the naked or half-naked, desirable 'other' 
who is represented on the canvas by the double focalisation of the painter and of 
Odysseus. Wrapped up in this double focalisation she is then 'forwarded' to the (male) 
viewer in the same form. That is why the erotic aspect is never absent in the represen-
tations of Circe. The second aspect, identification, works paradoxically: by represen-
ting Circe not only as a lust object but also as a vicious force, identification with her 
is impossible. The (male) focaliser (the painter, Odysseus, the viewer) identifies 
himself in a matrix where Circe can have no place. 

On the painting The Temptation of Saint Anthony (1878) by Félicien Rops (1833-
1898) we see a crucified, naked woman. Saint Anthony is kneeling in front of her. 
Christ is pushed off the cross and Death is lurking from behind the crucified woman. 
Woman is represented here as a powerless look- and lust-object. There is no suffering 
on her face. On the contrary: her face reflects the sexual pleasure that is generated in 
Saint Anthony by her exposed position. She enjoys being looked at. Under the cross 
in the background there is a swine. It is as if her abjection had been arranged by this 
swine as a kind of revenge: by one of the men she had once changed into a swine. 

The idea of a female saviour could itself have feminist implications. This is not 
the case here. By replacing the suffering Christ with a naked and attractive woman, 
Rops shifts the accent from the tragic to irony. A woman does not lose her attrac-
tiveness even if she is crucified. Whatever she does, she stays closed up in her 
sexuality. While in the traditional iconography of the crucified Christ he is always 
represented as a subject, as a personality with an individual history, this crucified 
woman is a sex object of a somewhat sadistic voyeurism without any personal history 
or individuality. 

On another painting by Félicien Rops, Pornocrates (1878), we see a half-naked 
courtesan who is holding a lead in her hand. At the other end of the lead there is a 
swine. She is blindfolded, so the picture is quite ambiguous: who is leading whom? 
The woman can be interpreted as the powerful, threatening, vampire-female - in this 
case she is the one who is leading the swine - but she also can be seen as the woman 
who is dependent on her bodily lusts and so she lets herself be led by the swine that 
stands for these lusts. As Dijkstra argues: 

She was the human animal viciously depicted by Félicien Rops as "Pornokrates", ruler of 
Proudhon's "Pornocracy", a creature blindly guided by a hog, the symbol of Circe, the bestial 
representative of all sexual evil.9 

Her being blindfolded is a very similar motif to Circe talking in her sleep in the story 
of the Flemish writer. She is blindfolded by sleeping. No woman by these artists is 
making use of the sense of seeing, there is no way for them to be cerebral, awake, 
active and conscious. 

9 Dijkstra, Bram: Idols of Perversity. Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 325. 



The Voice of Circe 223 

It is very challenging to compare the four Circe-paintings by John William Water-
house (1849-1917), the British Pre-Raphaelite painter. Three of them - Circe Offering 
the Cup to Ulysses (1891), Circe Poisoning the Sea (1892) and The Sorceress (1913) 
- fit perfectly in the mainstream of the traditional representations of Circe. The viewer 
sees beautiful, strong women who are either holding a cup filled with poison or there 
is a similar cup in their mythological ambience. In case of Circe Offering the Cup to 
Ulysses the poison is meant for a man, in case of Circe Poisoning the Sea for a 
woman. The Sorceress is confronted by wild beasts she had once turned from human 
beings into animals. In the first two pictures there is a powerful Circe who wants to 
win. The Sorceress already discloses a small shift: although Circe is depicted here 
also as a sorceress, although she is even called sorceress in the title of the work and 
is surrounded by pots filled with poison and angry beasts, she is gazing into a remote 
distance, absorbed in thought. In the fourth painting, Circe (1911), the beasts are not 
depicted - we see a seriously thinking, intellectual woman who is bowed down by 
violent conflicts. She has the poison jars around her and also a sort of map with all 
kinds of mysterious signs and symbols. Still she is different from her 'sisters' because 
of her spirituality. There are no animals; she plays the main role. She is a melancholic 
woman who is tormented by intellectual pain. She is no prey to her emotions anymore. 
She is much more tortured by her thoughts. Circe is not a demon in this picture, she 
is an individual, a personality, a subject provided with a character. This painting is 
exceptional compared to all the other representations of Circe where she is vicious 
and threatening, the eternal 'other ' . In this unusual way of depicting her, Waterhouse 
accentuates the same elements as in the original story by Homer: a humanistic 
approach to woman and her world. 

J. W Waterhouse Circe, ca. 1911 


