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Abstract

The ancient Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice has been of interest to readers and writers
throughout the ages. However, Ovid’s version and many subsequent retellings have focused
on Orpheus’ character. H.D.’s poem “Eurydice” and Margaret Atwood’s poem “Orpheus (1)”
are two of the first revisions of the Orphic myth from Eurydice’s perspective. In this essay |
combine Sanders’ appropriation theory, DuPlessis’ idea of narrative strategies, and Mulvey’s
theory of the gaze to examine the effects of shifting the perspective from Orpheus to
Eurydice. In addition, I use close reading to identify characterizations and literary archetypes
that H.D. and Atwood rewrite and offer comparisons with Ovid’s version. I argue that H.D.
and Atwood center Eurydice, oppose conventions and ideas about men and women present in

the classical canon, and thus write against a male literary tradition.
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Introduction

The classic myth of Orpheus and Eurydice is one of the most well-known and enduring
stories in the Western canon and is still abundantly retold today across different mediums—in
opera, theatre, cinema, video games, music, and more importantly to this essay, in literature.
In fact, the myth seems to have some popularity in the literary landscape today; there are a
few titles of contemporary fiction that draw inspiration from the Orphic myth such as Orphia
and Eurydicius by Elyse John and L Esprit de L ’Escalier by Catherynne M. Valente. With this
long-standing popularity, the Orphic myth has also been subject to a lot of change over time.

While the Orphic myth is traditionally a very male-centered narrative with Orpheus as
the focal point, the twentieth century saw more retellings of the myth from Eurydice’s
perspective, and the scholarly and critical reception of the myth has mirrored this. With the
burgeoning field of feminist studies in the 1960s (DuPlessis and Friedman xiv), there have
been more published studies of the Orphic myth and its retellings using feminist approaches.
Writers, critics, and scholars have sought to contest gendered ideas or stereotypes in various
retellings of the myth, and one genre that frequently undergoes this treatment is poetry. The
scholar Charlotte Beyer states that poetry is generally held by feminist critics to be an
apposite form for female writers to write against “dominant cultural discourses in an
imaginative way” (Beyer 277). With regard to that, this essay will examine earlier revisions of
the Orphic myth in poetry. Specifically, I will analyze the poems “Orpheus (1)” from
Margaret Atwood’s poetry collection Interlunar (1984), and “Eurydice” by Hilda Doolittle
(who will be referred to as her pen name H.D. in this essay henceforth) first published in the
literary journal The Egoist in 1917 (“H.D. 1886—1961” Para. 40).

While previous feminist studies acknowledge that Eurydice reclaims her voice and
agency in twentieth century retellings (Dodd 53), these poems has not been treated in that
much detail. To elaborate, there is little published research that combines theories of
adaptation and appropriation with close readings of Orphic retellings. There are a few
monographs, especially on H.D’s work—for example, by Rachel Blau Duplessis and
Elizabeth Dodd—however the theoretical framework in them could be wider. While they
discuss feminist revisioning, there is no basis in appropriation theory. As well as this, Dodd’s

monograph uses authorial background as a main basis for her analysis of H.D.’s poem.



As to the question of how H.D and Margaret Atwood revise the Orphic myth, I argue
that they both use a shift in perspective and appropriate characterizations and literary
archetypes in a way that centers Eurydice and departs from the Ovidian canon. In order to
examine this, I will use a framework that encompasses Julie Sanders’ theory of appropriation
and Rachel Blau DuPlessis’s idea of narrative strategies (note that this is unrelated to Gerard
Genette’s theory of narratology but is only a term that DuPlessis uses to denote ways of
reworking myths into poetry). I will also use Mulvey’s theory of the gaze but to a much lesser
degree. In addition, this essay discusses how the authors can be situated in a feminist literary
tradition, since their poems are some of the earliest versions of the myth told from Eurydice’s
perspective. Thus, this research hopes to contribute to a deeper understanding of feminist
appropriations of myths, placed in a historical context.

First, there will be a background section which outlines the canon of the Orphic myth.
It will delineate different sources that present the myth and identify common readings and
themes in order to show what H.D. and Atwood wrote in response to. Secondly, there will be
a section that expounds on appropriation theory, which will be used for the analysis. Finally,
there will be a two-part analysis. In the first part, I will locate and discuss narrative strategies.
In this part the works will be discussed more broadly; a close reading, i.e. an examination of
poetic devices, diction, and form will come in the next part. The second part of the analysis
will be conducted with a close reading of H.D. and Atwood’s poems in order to show how the
characters of Orpheus and Eurydice are represented respectively in the two poems, i.e. what
characterizations and archetypes there are, and how they subvert traditional notions of
femininity and masculinity that permeate the classical canon. By doing so, we can see how a
new narrative emerges—one that deconstructs the patriarchal ideology present in the source
texts by centering and rewriting Eurydice’s character. A final note on the structure: the second
part of the analysis will be organized into three subsections named “Orpheus (1),” “Eurydice,”

and “Towards a New Narrative.”

Background

The myth of Orpheus and Eurydice is age-old and widely known in the Western world. While
certain aspects of the story have changed, the main events of the plot have usually remained
the same in subsequent adaptations. To summarize the myth briefly: the bard Orpheus sets

forth to retrieve his wife Eurydice from the Underworld, and because of his great gift of song



he is given Hades’ assent. However, there is the famous interdiction: Orpheus must not look
back at Eurydice before they reach the surface. Despite this, Orpheus turns to look at Eurydice
and loses her forever. Throughout the ages, writers have focused on different aspects of this
story and there have been different readings of it. So, in order to see what it is that H.D. and
Atwood revised, we need to consider the questions: where do we find the Orphic myth and
what exactly is it that the aforementioned authors wrote in response to? Hence, this section
will briefly outline the canon of the Orphic myth, present different readings of it, and also
locate a literary tradition within this canon.

While Orpheus and Eurydice are named in a number of ancient Greek works, the
largest and most influential texts that the Orphic myth first appears in are the two lengthy
poems, Virgil’s Georgics: Book IV and Ovid’s Metamorphoses: Book x (Drabble et al. 524).
These differ slightly in terms of the myth’s content, i.e. the circumstances surrounding
Eurydice’s first death, and the closing of the story after her second death, for instance.
However, it is Ovid’s poem that is widely regarded as the most significant and main source of
the myth. Indeed, scholars and critics underscore the importance of the Ovidian version and
hold that it has had a greater influence on the Western literary canon (for further reference to
its seminal status see for example: The Cambridge Companion to Ovid (2002) and the chapter
titled “Myth and metamorphosis” in Adaptation and Appropriation (2015)). Because of this,
the Ovidian version will henceforth serve as the main basis for the analysis in this essay; it
will be used as a reference point from which H.D. and Atwood depart.

This raises the questions: what does the Ovidian version emphasize? What central
readings are there? Firstly, Ovid describes two plot points at length: Orpheus’ poetic plea and
the denouement of the story. This is significant as it gives rise to two central readings that
have persisted for centuries. One central reading of the Orphic myth is as an exploration of the
archetypal role of poet. In Metamorphoses, Orpheus is both an “embedded storyteller,” as
Sanders puts it (88), and a protagonist; a poetic hero. His ability to arrest Hades, Persephone,
and the rest of the Underworld with his plea (Ovid, para. 4) attests to the power of his song,
and proves that his role as a poet is central. This reading of the myth can be applied to the
works of many widely read poets through centuries (Sanders 89). Another prevalent reading is
the Orphic myth as a tragic love story. The critic Elizabeth Dodd agrees that this is a
“traditional reading” of the myth (Dodd 54). Sanders states that Orpheus and Eurydice’s
relationship has become “literary shorthand for extreme and enduring love,” which could be

attributed to a large extent to Ovid’s version (Sanders 89). In it, after Eurydice’s second death,



Orpheus’ plight is lingered on and emphasized (Ovid paras. 7-9). It is said that Orpheus
turned around out of love, and that Eurydice’s second death causes him to be devastated and
overcome with grief (Ovid para. 6-8). This take on the myth has enticed and inspired many
poets, playwrights, librettists, and composers through the ages.

There is a male-authored literary tradition that the Orphic myth inhabits and Ovid’s
version could be said to set the foundation of it. Again, since Ovid’s version is arguably the
most significant version of the myth, it is influential for subsequent texts in the same canon.
What is particular for Ovid’s version, rather than Virgil’s, is that the myth is centered almost
entirely on Orpheus, so much so that it arguably qualifies as an adaptation or appropriation.
As stated earlier, Orpheus is the protagonist in Ovid’s version. This version is narrated in
third-person limited narration and it is Orpheus’ perspective that the reader takes part of. The
narrative is then sympathetic only towards Orpheus and his loss, as Eurydice’s side of the
story is untold (this point is made to underscore the centering of Orpheus’ character—this
essay will not delve into reader-response theory or narrative empathy). This centering, as well
as the rendering of Orpheus as a great poet, permeates many subsequent versions of the myth,
but it is also part of an older male tradition in literature, and ancient classics to be particular.
This field has an “overwhelmingly masculine canon,” in the words of scholar Lillian Doherty
(298). Specifically, she states that ancient Greek poetry “tends to focus on the activities of
‘heroic’ males” (Doherty 299).

Little attention was paid to Eurydice’s perspective until the early twentieth century
where more works from Eurydice’s perspective began to surface. Two important ones are:
Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem “Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes” (1907), and H.D.’s “Eurydice”
(1917). There is considerably more engagement with Ovid’s version from Eurydice’s
perspective by late twentieth and twenty first century writers. Examples of some prominent
works from the late-twentieth century include Jean Valentine’s poem “Orpheus and Eurydice”
(1967), Margaret Atwood’s poem “Orpheus 1" (1984), and Carol Ann Duffy’s poem
“Eurydice” (1999). Further, in the twenty-first century there is an even larger, continuously
expanding repository of Orphic works from Eurydice’s perspective. Two that should be
mentioned are Sarah Ruhl’s play Eurydice (2003) and Eavan Boland’s poem “Eurydice
Speaks,” since they are widely known and have been met with great critical acclaim.

Most of these works are seemingly reactive; more questioning in nature. They seem to
go against the previous literary tradition to which Ovid’s and Virgil’s versions belong. A

seemingly unifying theme for many of these poems is that they question Orpheus’ role as a



great poet, and his motives for attempting to bring Eurydice back, i.e. his love for her. They
also depict Orpheus and Eurydice’s characters differently than in Ovid’s version. A common
depiction of Eurydice is that of a wronged woman. In the works of H.D., Duffy, and Atwood,
for instance, Eurydice displays discernible anger in her retrospective reflections on the events
that have transpired in the story. This will be dealt with further in the analysis section, but

with sole focus on H.D.’s and Atwood’s poems.

Appropriation and Feminism

Since antiquity there has been a continued interest in myths and the adaptation of myths. The
scholar Rachel Blau DuPlessis states that myths are “universal... not only paradigmatic, but
timeless” (DuPlessis 107) and so one possible reason that the need to rework these stories
exists is that they are still resonant today in terms of themes and sensibilities. Myth is
therefore an apposite medium for adaptation and appropriation. The methods that will serve as
the basis for analyzing H.D. and Atwood’s revisioning of the Orphic myth are rooted in
appropriation theory, and thus in order to investigate how these authors revise the myth it is
necessary to first define and explicate the idea of appropriation. Then, this section will also
consider how appropriations lend themselves to feminist revisionings.

Firstly, what is appropriation and how does it differ from adaptation? The scholar Julie
Sanders, in her book Adaptation and Appropriation (2015), defines appropriation as a more
sustained reworking of a source text. She considers it “a more decisive journey away from the
informing text into a wholly new cultural product” (Sanders 35). Thus, despite the universal
and timeless themes that myths may have, the settings and contexts that these stories are set in
are often subject to change in their reworkings, as texts tend to mirror the times that they are
in (71). Specifically, they tend to mirror ideologies and cultural conventions of the time. In a
similar manner, DuPlessis notes that texts are “[an] aversion of, or a special expression of,
ideology: representations by which we construct and accept value institutions” (DuPlessis
nl0). Keeping this in mind, appropriations are consequently often informed by cultural and
political commitment (3). In essence, appropriation happens when universal and timeless
themes converge with new settings, contexts, and conventions.

There appear to be two features that are nearly always integral to the act of
appropriation: the bridging of gaps and writing in response to archetypes. What is meant by

bridging gaps in Sanders’ text is that there exists a process of “reading between the lines,



offering analogues or supplements to what is available in a source text, and drawing attentions
to its gaps and absences” (75). Essentially, a common intent behind appropriations is to look
at other, frequently diminished or even invisible perspectives; to highlight voices that are
subaltern or absent altogether in the canonical texts (61). Moreover, writing in response to
archetypes follows naturally when appropriating a work, as appropriations are dependent on
the canonical source text(s) for material to rework. When appropriating characters in a
narrative, literary archetypes tend to receive particular attention. Both of these features—the
bridging of gaps through highlighting other perspectives and writing in response to
archetypes—will be applied to H.D and Atwood’s poems and be analyzed in detail in the
following sections of this essay.

With all of this in mind, many appropriations of myths can be read as feminist
revisions. As stated earlier, appropriations are often motivated by political or ideological
commitment, and with the proliferation of feminist studies in the twentieth century, more
fictional works have been written with a feminist lens. Moreover, there is a tendency for
subaltern voices in a narrative to be female and the narrator to be male (see the next section
for sources and a more thorough discussion of this). Consequently, the act of bequeathing
narrative power to the female character, of granting her the role of narrator, marks a feminist
retelling. Appropriating a work is therefore an act of reclaiming female voices that have
previously been ignored. Another aspect that shows how appropriations can be read as
feminist revisions is the rewriting of archetypes (archetypes in terms of content only, in the
way that Sanders uses the term). Since texts often mirror the times that they are set in, literary
archetypes are often bound up with ideas of femininity and masculinity, and roles and
expectations that are ascribed to women and men. This is certainly the case for the myth of

Orpheus and Eurydice, which will be discussed and analyzed more later on.

Narrative Strategies in “Orpheus (1)” and “Eurydice”

In the section subsequent to this one, there will be a discussion about Atwood and H.D.’s
representations of the characters. However, before that I will provide an explanation of how
they manage to depict the characters and the story—i.e. with what narrative strategies and
what effect they have. The effect in particular that will be discussed here i1s how the use of
these strategies places the authors in a feminist literary tradition. Thus, this section will deal

with some narrative strategies that can be traced in Atwood and H.D’s work and their effect. It



should be noted that since this section only deals with narrative strategies, the works in
question will be discussed in a broader sense here—a close reading of the texts (with focus on
style and form) will come in the next section.

One such strategy is a shift in perspective. Both poems are works of lyric poetry, but
what is significant is that it is not Orpheus but Eurydice who is the lyrical I; she is the lens
through which the reader sees, and thus decides which parts of the story that are brought to
light or omitted. This writes back against many older, canonical versions of the
myth—particularly the Ovidian version—in which Eurydice has less power in the narrative.
In Ovid’s version, she is relegated to the role of a peripheral character and denied a voice and
interiority.

This shift in perspective is further elaborated upon in DuPlessis’ book Writing Beyond
the Ending (1895), wherein she postulates different narrative strategies that 20™-century
female authors employed to write back against patriarchal ideology. Specifically, DuPlessis
recognizes two ways of revisioning myths in poetry: narrative displacement and narrative
delegitimation (DuPlessis 108). The former is, according to DuPlessis, a “displacement to the
other side of the story” (DuPlessis 108). In other words, by granting the female character a
voice there is an unveiling of the hitherto unknown part of the story; thoughts, feelings, and
motivations previously concealed in the narrative come to light. The latter is in her words, “a
delegitimation of the known tale, a critique even unto sequences and priorities of narrative”
(DuPlessis 108). To put it simply, the events themselves or the order of events in a narrative
are scrutinized.

These two strategies could be applied to both H.D. and Atwood’s work. DuPlessis
claims that H.D. uses narrative displacement—I agree, and I also propose that Atwood uses
both strategies in her poem. Of H.D.’s poem, DuPlessis writes that “the plot’s sequence is,
point for point, the same as the classic tale,” but that it takes on a “critical view from the
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‘other-side’” (DuPlessis 108). To expound on this, the reader gets to know Eurydice’s hitherto
unspoken thoughts and feelings concerning Orpheus’ transgression in the story; grief and
indignation are expressed, unlike in the Ovidian version in which Eurydice makes “no
complaint to her husband” (Ovid para. 6). I will also add that H.D.’s Eurydice also provides
more descriptions of the Underworld (H.D. stanzas 2 and 5), whereas in Ovid’s version the
environmental setting receives little attention by Orpheus. As mentioned, I also suggest that

Atwood uses both strategies in her poem. Similarly to H.D., Atwood writes of Eurydice’s

thoughts and feelings about what has transpired in the story. Moreover, Atwood’s poem



questions and contests the common reading of the Orphic myth as a love story, and thus her
version then also constitutes what is “a delegitimation of the known tale,” in DuPlessis’ words
(108). T will build on all of these points on H.D’s and Atwood’s poems in the following
section of this essay.

Another way of looking at the shift in perspective and the power it entails is through
the concept of “the gaze,” which is theorized in the feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey’s
pivotal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1973). Mulvey holds that the
gaze—the act of looking at another subject—is bound up with power as it recasts the subject
as an object. In her essay she writes that through the use of camera angles and visual
storytelling, men are purveyors of the gaze (Mulvey 11). She also writes that they exert this
power over women in the narrative: “[i]n their traditional exhibitionist role women are
simultaneously looked at and displayed” (Mulvey 11). John Berger wrote similarly in his
series of essays collectively titled Ways of Seeing (1972): “[m]en act and women appear. Men
look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at” (Berger 47). Having no function
other than to be looked at, the female character(s) become objectified, in other words.

Atwood and H.D. subvert the gaze which is present in the older versions of the Orphic
myth; in their reworkings, Eurydice is the one looking at Orpheus. Moreover, Eurydice is not
only looking at Orpheus but more importantly perceiving him in a critical manner—she is
questioning and castigating him in these versions. At the same time, Orpheus does not get to
speak once in these poems. Again, this will be analyzed further in the following section of this
essay by looking more closely at diction, poetic devices, and form, among other things.
However, it should be pointed out that the effect of having Eurydice narrate her side of the
story is that it overcomes what the scholar and professor in Classics at the University of
Warrick, Penny Murray, states is “a long tradition of the objectification of the female which
stretches back to classical antiquity” (Murray 329). Since H.D. and Atwood’s poems are some
of the earliest retellings of the Orphic myth, they make up the beginning of a more
female-centered tradition of works shaped by the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice.

To close this section, it bears repeating that through the use of these narrative
strategies, the authors can be situated in a feminist literary tradition. Again, myths are held to
be universal (DuPlessis 107), hence the act of revisioning mythical stories means contesting
conventions, beliefs, and values that are said to be universal—in this case, beliefs about the
roles of men and women. The shift to Eurydice’s point of view goes against an already

existing male-dominated structure or tradition marked by a “gendering of creativity,” as



Murray puts it (329). Indeed, in Greek mythology, many epics are told by male narrators and
center around male protagonists. The scholar Alison Sharrick writes in her article in the
anthology Cultivating the Muse (2002) that “[e]ven when not eroticized, the relationship
between poet and ‘Muse’ is a gendered one. Poets are practically all men, and the ‘Poet’s
voice’ is a male voice: Muses are all women" (Sharrock 208). H.D. and Atwood’s centering of
Eurydice frees her from the role of a muse and imbues her with the qualities of a “traditionally
male” poet; it grants her power in the narrative by letting her account of the story be known
and also by perceiving and questioning Orpheus’ character. In other words, H.D. and Atwood
impart consciousness to Eurydice, thus making her an active spectator, main subject, and
narrator simultaneously, so to speak. As well as this, the contestation of the reading of the
Orphic myth as a romance trope prompts the reader to see Eurydice as a more full,

independent, and round character, rather than as simply a wife or lover.

Representations of Orpheus and Eurydice

The titles of both “Orpheus 1” and “Eurydice” signal an intertextual relationship with the
Orphic myth. However, Atwood and H.D. make an overt departure from it not only through
perspective, but also through the representations of the characters, or more specifically the
characterizations and literary archetypes (as the term is used in Sanders’ work, with no
reference to any particular theory like e.g. the Jungian archetypes). These authors take certain
traits and also literary archetypes that abound in Greek mythology—such as the muse and
artist or poet—and challenge them. As stated earlier, this kind of rewriting of archetypes is a
common and frequent feature of appropriations. This section will be split into three parts: an
analysis of Atwood’s poem, then an analysis of H.D’s poem, and finally a discussion about
both poems and the new narrative that emerges from them. A note on the structure: the choice
for not conducting the readings in chronological order was a matter of practicality during my

writing process.

“Orpheus (1)
To briefly preface and contextualize Atwood’s revision, I will first briefly account for Ovid’s

characterization of Eurydice. In the Ovidian version Eurydice has no driving actions separate

from Orpheus; she only walks to him at their wedding and follows him when he comes to



retrieve her from the Underworld. As well as this, she has no lines except a “last farewell”
when Orpheus glances back at her (Ovid para. 6). A.S. Kline’s highly influential translation of
the Ovidian version also tells us the following of that scene: “[d]ying a second time, now,
there was no complaint to her husband” (Ovid para. 6). Evidently, there is no lament or
reprimand leveled at him despite his complicity in her second death. There, Eurydice is
written as unconcerned and accepting of her fate at the hands of Orpheus.

In “Orpheus (1)” Atwood writes back against the characterization of Eurydice as quiet
and passive in the Ovidian version. In Atwood’s poem, Eurydice is characterized as outspoken
and frank as she recounts Orpheus’ “failure” (Atwood line 35) to bring her back. In addition,
in poetry the form oftentimes contributes to the tone and content, and Atwood’s use of free
verse supports this characterization of Eurydice; her voice is unconstrained and thus a far cry
from Ovid’s silent character. Do note that the conventions and cultural politics in verse were
different in Greek and Roman antiquity, though.

Besides this, Atwood diverges from Ovid’s version where Eurydice exemplifies the
archetype of the muse by according Eurydice her own selthood. A plain definition of the
muse 1is, in the Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms (2008), “[a] source of inspiration to a
poet” (Baldick 216). However, the term does have other connotations. Murray states that a
ubiquitous view of the muse is a character who solely serves as inspiration for the poet and
has little to no importance herself (Murray 327). She sums this up precisely: “man is the
maker, woman the vehicle of male fantasy, an object created by the male imagination,
incapable of any kind of agency” (327). Again, Eurydice is not shown to have any thoughts,
motivations, or desires of her own in Ovid’s version. In Atwood’s poem, however, Eurydice is
afforded an identity independent of Orpheus. The final line of the poem cements this as
Eurydice states that she “was more than [his] echo” (Atwood line 38). In other words, she was
more than his muse or afterthought in life. The significance of this line is emphasized due to
its placement at the very end of the poem and because it is a one-line stanza. To elaborate, it
could be read independently from the rest of the poem as it is singled out visually, so to speak.
In addition, coupled with the two last lines from the previous stanza, it constitutes an end
rhyme: “I had to / fold like a gray moth and let go. // You could not believe I was more than
your echo” (Atwood lines 37-38). Atwood scarcely employs end rhymes in this poem, which
prompts the reader to focus on this line. Thus, the meaning of the final line is highlighted, and
Atwood invites the reader to consider Eurydice’s selfhood that transcends Orpheus’ view in

the poem.
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Adjacent to the rewriting of the archetype of the muse, Mulvey’s theory of the gaze is
also applicable to Atwood’s poem. One could make the argument that Atwood shows how
Eurydice now acknowledges and distances herself from Orpheus’ objectification of her. In the
poem, Eurydice states that she is seemingly only an effigy or an “image” to Orpheus (Atwood
line 18), a thing to be looked at and enjoyed. The first two lines in the following stanza
exemplify this as well: “I was your hallucination, listening / and floral” (Atwood lines 21-22).
Consider the diction: hallucination as a synonym of image or mirage; something that is not
real and something that is desired but cannot be attained. This suggests that to Orpheus,
Eurydice is not a person of her own. The word “listening” possibly underlines her former
passivity. The awareness that Eurydice displays here, coupled with her reclaimed selthood,
seems important as it shows that she resists Orpheus’ objectification of her.

As discussed in the background section, Eurydice is traditionally depicted as a muse
and Orpheus is usually depicted as a great poet or artist in many versions of the myth (Sanders
88). However, Atwood appears to challenge this view. There is no mention of Orpheus’
supposed extraordinary gift of song in Atwood’s poem. In fact, there is only one line that
references Orpheus’ singing, which can be found in the fifth stanza: “you were singing me”
(Atwood line 22), although this line does not reveal how great or influential his singing is.
This minimization or near omission of Orpheus’ ability in the text shows that Atwood does
not portray Orpheus as a great poet or artist. Thus, it de-centers his character somewhat, since
this archetype is so important in the Ovidian canon.

Moreover, Atwood’s representation of Eurydice questions the archetype of the damsel
in distress, which could possibly be ascribed to her in many canonical versions of the myth. It
should be noted that this archetype is more associated with medieval literature rather than
antiquity. However, the choice for including this archetype in my analysis is because it lends
itself well to describing the rendering of Eurydice. The Oxford Dictionary of Phrase and
Fable (2005) describes this archetype as “a young woman in difficulties” (Knowles para. 1).
That is to say, it is a young, female character in need of saving. In Atwood’s poem, it could be
said that Eurydice displays unwillingness towards being saved from the Underworld.
Eurydice does not seem to be in need of saving; she states that she “was used to silence”
(Atwood line 9), which implies that she was accustomed to the outcome of her fate, and
perhaps even appreciated it. When Orpheus comes to retrieve her, she acquiesces but states
that it “was not [her] choice” (Atwood line 8), which attests to her selfhood. Again, this

reinforces that she has desires independent of him. The fourth stanza further asserts this point,
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as it mentions that it is Orpheus specifically who wishes for Eurydice to be corporeal again.
Additionally, the earth or life is described as “the green light that had once / grown fangs and
killed [her]” (Atwood lines 3-4). In those lines there is discernible trepidation from Eurydice
at the prospect of being saved.

Another significant archetype in the Orphic myth that Atwood challenges is that of the
lovers. Orpheus and Eurydice have become ‘“‘archetypes of passionate love,” in Sanders’
words (89), but Atwood seems to question the validity of this. Eurydice likens Orpheus'
supposed love for her to an “old leash” (Atwood line 14), which sheds a different light on
their relationship; it sounds curtailing rather than loving. The diction is significant, with
words and phrases like “pulling” and “drawn tight” (Atwood lines 2 and 13) which help to
illustrate this point. Her phrasing is also telling: “love you might call it” indicates that unlike
Orpheus, Eurydice may not think of it as love (Atwood line 15). By calling the supposed love
between them into question, Atwood contests the long-standing and prevalent reading of the
Orphic myth as a tale of romance.

In challenging this trope, Atwood’s text becomes a feminist statement since the
romance plot often denies the female heroine her own endeavors and aspirations. On
twentieth century works of prose, Duplessis writes that “[a]s a narrative pattern, the romance
plot muffles the main female character, represses quest...is a trope for the sex-gender system
as a whole” (DuPlessis 5). I posit that Atwood writes against the romance plot in her poem,
since Eurydice is able to transcend this by asserting her own thoughts and will, independent of
Orpheus. She is no longer bound to the confines of being simply a wife, lover, or romantic
muse; she hereafter gets to be her own person in the Underworld. It seems a steep price to
pay, however the line “was used to silence” (Atwood line 9) suggests a contentment in

Eurydice.

“Eurydice”

H.D.’s poem “Eurydice” is a more overt reproof of Orpheus, and Eurydice displays anger,
frustration, and resentment in the text. To illustrate this, the two refrains “[s]o for your
arrogance / and your ruthlessness” are particularly evocative of Eurydice’s anger and
indignation at Orpheus barring her a second chance at life, and the loss she has suffered for it.
Unlike in Atwood’s poem, H.D.’s Eurydice did wish to return to life once more so that she

“could have dared the loss” (line 81), but she is denied this. Further, the anaphoric “why did
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you...” in the seventh stanza places blame on Orpheus, and the repetition of this demand thus
shows frustration. In section three and four (stanzas 10-14), Eurydice speaks of her discontent

with her fate:

everything is crossed with black,
black upon black
and worse than black,

this colourless light. (H.D. lines 56-59)

The epistrophe using the word “black” reinforces her discontent as it creates a repetitive
contrast to the colorful crocuses on earth. From this, it can be discerned that she is frustrated

and resentful. Another passage that exemplifies this is the following:

I have lost the earth

and the flowers of the earth,

and the live souls above the earth,
and you who passed across the light
and reached

Ruthless; (H.D. lines 84-89)

The polysyndetic lines beginning with “and” have the effect of slowing down the passage
when read aloud and therefore prompt the reader to linger on each lost item that is listed.
Since the word “ruthless” is not preceded by an “and,” it is emphasized as it abruptly cuts off
these lines. This reinforces Eurydice’s resentment towards Orpheus for hindering her of once
more experiencing the joys of earthly life.

Moreover, H.D. also characterizes Eurydice as assertive and unruly through her poetic
form. Like Atwood, H.D. uses free verse that allows Eurydice to speak unreservedly. In
addition, H.D.’s poem abounds with anaphora and epistrophe, which creates a sense of
insistence. An example of some anaphoric lines can be found in the following excerpt: “no,
nor your flowers / nor your veins of light / nor your presence” (H.D. lines 104-106).

Eurydice’s voice is resolute here. An example of H.D.’s use of epistrophe is the stanza below:

Saffron from the fringe of the earth,

wild saffron that has bent

over the sharp edge of earth,

all the flowers that cut through the earth (H.D. lines 50-54)

It has a compounding effect when Eurydice speaks of all the flowers she has lost, and there is
urgency to her voice. Additionally, the anaphoric lines starting with “I”—which are
interspersed throughout the poem but mostly appear in the first four stanzas—clearly state
Eurydice’s thoughts, and thus attest to H.D’s characterization of her as assertive. This use of

repetition also adds rhythm to the poem, and therefore gives Eurydice a brusqueness, as it
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were. This subverts the quiet and passive characterization of her in the older canonical
versions of the myth.

Moreover, like Atwood, H.D. also discards the damsel in distress archetype and goes
further by writing in response to it. In the first place, Eurydice does not seem to have needed
or wanted rescuing. It is not her first but her second death and knowledge of being robbed of
another chance at living that causes Eurydice to feel “broken at last” (line 12). Similar to the
use of “silence” in Atwood’s poem, she would not have minded the “nothingness” (line 28) of
the Underworld had Orpheus not attempted to retrieve her. Eurydice laments this awareness
that Orpheus has brought her since she would, in her own words, have felt at “peace” and
“forgot[ten] [him] / and the past,” if left alone (lines 17-21). Also, in the fifth section of the
poem, Eurydice tells Orpheus: “hell is no worse than your earth” (line 111). Bearing in mind
that the classical and Christian ideas of hell are quite distinct, still, it can be inferred that she
does not mind remaining dead now. Additionally, the last two sections and in particular the

first quintain of the final section are very self-aftirming:

At least I have the flowers of myself,

and my thoughts, no god

can take that;

I have the fervour of myself for a presence

and my own spirit for light (lines 134-138)

Eurydice is not helpless; she needs no one except herself for “light” in the darkness that is
Hades’ realm. But what consolidates H.D.’s rejection of the damsel in distress archetype
might lie in the line “hell must break before I am lost” (line 143), as it shows that Eurydice is
clearly not lost and in need of being rescued.

Often included in the damsel in distress trope is love between the couple in the story,
although H.D. seems to delegitimize Eurydice’s love for Orpheus. Interestingly, Eurydice’s
lament excludes Orpheus. Dodd raises the point that it is the earth and its flowers that
Eurydice mourns, but seemingly not her husband (Dodd 53). In addition to this, I will also
point out that Eurydice in fact states that the inability to be reunited with Orpheus is no loss to
her: “nor your presence, / a loss” (H.D. lines 110-111). In H.D.’s poem, it does not seem that
Eurydice longs for Orpheus, which goes against the very common reading of the Orphic myth
as a love story.

H.D. depicts Orpheus as selfish by scrutinizing his motives for attempting to bring
Eurydice back. In the Ovidian version specifically, one of the most common readings is that

Orpheus’s quest to retrieve her is out of love. Orpheus says of Eurydice’s death: “I longed to
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be able to accept it, and I do not say I have not tried: Love won” (Ovid para. 2). In addition,
Orpheus’s reason for turning to glance at Eurydice is attributed to love and a yearning to see
her: “eager to see her, the lover turned his eyes” (Ovid para. 6). However, H.D.’s poem
suggests that his quest is out of self-interest and egocentrism. This is exemplified in the lines
where Eurydice asks: “what was it you saw in my face? / the light of your own face, / the fire
of your own presence?” (lines 37-39), which points to Orpheus’s self-interest rather than love
for her. In this version of the myth, it seems that Eurydice feels like only a source of
inspiration and a vessel for Orpheus’ artistry. Another example, as previously mentioned in
this section, is that Eurydice repetitiously speaks of his “arrogance.”

In the canonical versions it is well established that Orpheus is the “prototype of the
artist” or poet (Sanders 88), while Eurydice remains in his shadow as his muse. However,
H.D. turns this on its head, as it were. A point raised by the critic Elizabeth Dodd in her book
The Veiled Mirror and The Woman Poet (1992) is that Orpheus’ musical talent is in fact not
once mentioned explicitly in H.D.’s poem (Dodd 54). The omission of this aspect, which is so
central to the Ovidian version and other canonical versions of the Orphic myth, shows how
clearly H.D. resists the characterization of Orpheus as a great artist. Another thing to note,
which has been discussed earlier, is that it is a lyric poem and Eurydice is the speaker; it is she
who renders the world in the poem. She has become “the maker,” as Murray would have it
(Murray 327). Besides this, the following stanza in the sixth section displays Eurydice’s

self-assertion:

Against the black

I have more fervour

than you in all the splendour of that place,
against the blackness

and the stark grey

I have more light (H.D. lines 114-119)

Eurydice states that she now has more “fervour” and “light” than Orpheus even in the dull
place that is the Underworld. This speaks of her self-worth, but also autonomy; despite her
fate at Orpheus’s hands and Hades’s law to remain in the Underworld, she finds power and
light in herself. Note that Eurydice also inspires the name to perhaps the most important
peritext of the poem—the title. Again, this underscores her importance and centrality to the

narrative.

Towards a New Narrative
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H.D. and Atwood’s revisionings not only deconstruct characterizations, archetypes, ideology
and values present in the Orphic myth, but also construct a new version which centers
Eurydice. Their versions impart a consciousness to Eurydice and reaffirm her identity and
selfhood. To reiterate the closing line of Atwood’s poem, Eurydice is “more than [Orpheus’]
echo” (Atwood line 38). H.D.’s and Atwood’s revisions also break patriarchal structures in the
sense that Eurydice is, at last, independent. Having been at the mercy of men, she is no longer
under neither the curtailing grip of Orpheus’ “love,” as delineated in the analysis of Atwood’s
poem, nor under the control of Hades. Even in the confines of the Underworld which is ruled
by Hades, Eurydice finds light and comfort in herself and states that “no god can take that,” in
H.D.’s poem (H.D. line 135). Another part that should be highlighted is the final stanza of
H.D.’s poem:

before I am lost,

hell must open like a red rose

for the dead to pass. (H.D. lines 144-146)

The first line of this tercet suggests what the volta in the fifth section of the poem already has
revealed: that Eurydice is not lost or helpless, but self-possessed. DuPlessis suggests that the
imagery of the red rose symbolizes Eurydice’s own significance and her own strength.
According to her, it mirrors the floral imagery found elsewhere in H.D.’s oeuvre: “the very
image of the feminine in our cultural iconography and show[s] its oppositional strength”
(DuPlessis 71). In other words, it symbolizes Eurydice’s femininity and resilience. From
H.D.’s and Atwood’s poems, a new narrative emerges in which Eurydice is an outspoken,

subjective, and strong female character rather than just a muse or lost lover.

Conclusion

This essay explores how H.D. and Atwood appropriate the Orphic myth in their poems
“Eurydice” and “Orpheus (1).” Specifically, it explores how they use a shift in perspective
and rewrite the characters of Orpheus and Eurydice. With the use of theories by mainly
Sanders and DuPlessis, the analysis was carried out by tracing different narrative strategies in
H.D.’s and Atwood’s poems, and by conducting a close reading in order to locate
characterizations and literary archetypes that H.D. and Atwood responded to and rewrote.
This study found that narrative strategies such as narrative displacement and narrative
delegitimation could be applied to the poems, and that they situate the authors in a feminist

literary tradition by making Eurydice the focal point and resisting the male-dominated
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tradition of the male ‘poet’ or narrator that exists in the Ovidian canon. By looking at
characterizations and archetypes, it is evident that H.D.’s and Atwood’s poems write back
against the long-standing idea that Orpheus’ voice was more important than Eurydice’s.
Further, H.D. and Atwood also subvert the representation of Eurydice as the epitomal, silent
and passive muse. Instead, they reconstrue her character by imbuing her with subjectivity and
strength. This is a radical shift from how Eurydice has been depicted traditionally, as can be
seen in the Ovidian version.

Since this essay uses theories surrounding appropriation to explore how H.D. and
Atwood reconstrue Eurydice’s character, a suggestion for future research is to widen the
theoretical scope by employing reader-response theory and narrative empathy. This essay only
makes a brief mention of narrative empathy; however, it could be interesting to delve into
how Eurydice’s plight resonates with modern readers. Another suggestion is to include more
material, i.e. look at and analyze more feminist appropriations of other myths from each
author’s oeuvre. This seems all the more important due to the previously mentioned
proliferation and increasing popularity of Greek mythology in works of contemporary fiction,

and in particular from a female perspective.
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