The Cougar in Maiden’s Clothing: Callirhoe as Phaedra

The ‘Phaedra’ motif, best known from Euripides’ Hippolytus, is common throughout the Greek novels. This motif typically contains several set elements: a predatory married woman makes advances upon a handsome youth, usually someone socially subordinated to her, offering him rewards if he acquiesces. However, the youth righteously rejects her proposition and, in revenge, she accuses him of a sexual attack against herself, for which he is at first unjustly punished but later exonerated. ‘Phaedras’ in the Greek novels appear frequently as antagonists to the hero and heroine: the five canonical Greek novels all center on the relationship between a young man and woman, and the dramatic tension of the novel is grounded in various threats to that relationship. Examples of ‘Phaedra’ figures include Arsace from Heliodorus’ Aethiopica, Cyno from Xenophon’s Ephesiaca, and Lycaenion from Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe.


A unique variation upon the ‘Phaedra’ motif in the novels is the eponymous heroine of Chariton’s Callirhoe. She initially falls in love with and marries the novel’s hero, but is later kidnapped by pirates and sold into slavery. When she is a slave, her master, the wealthy ruler of Miletus, has fallen in love with her, and wishes to marry her. However, he refuses to force her to marry him, or even to have intercourse with him. While Callirhoe tries to preserve her first marriage, she discovers that she is pregnant by her first husband, and she decides to marry her master in the interest of protecting her child and passing it off as his.

The heroines of the Greek novels are exemplars of a recognizable type, and Callirhoe in most ways conforms to this heroine mold, but her departures from this type are striking.  In her transformations from unmarried daughter to young bride to abductee to matron and mother, Callirhoe proceeds to occupy the gamut of social positions available to upper-class Greek women. As has been emphasized in previous studies (Haynes 2003), she undertakes each role with utmost modesty and propriety, obeying the wishes of whoever claims control of her, while asserting her modesty and aristocratic position. However, when she decides to marry her master, she shockingly abandons her values of forthrightness, honesty, and obedience. She asserts power over her own life in a way that no other Greek novel heroine does and becomes, for a brief episode, the ‘Phaedra’ that is so often the heroine’s antagonist.


In this situation, Callirhoe believes that she must herself become a ‘Phaedra’ in order to save her child from mistreatment. She betrays her marriage agreement to her first husband and, willingly and without coercion (though under the influence of manipulation and misinformation), becomes wife to another man. She assumes the power common to ‘Phaedras’ by asserting control over her own sex life, and makes the decision to enter a sexual relationship with another man, effectively making herself an adulteress. Furthermore, she deceives those around her, if only by omission, letting her new husband think himself the father of her child. 


Callirhoe’s moral character is unusually complex compared to that of other novel heroines; Chariton seems to be actively challenging the idea that chastity should always be a woman’s primary concern. Chariclea of the Aethiopica, for example, sets her virginity as her one paramount ideal and will not compromise it for any reason. Callirhoe, on the other hand, finds herself caught between several conflicting needs--honoring her commitment to her first husband, protecting the future of her child, respecting the reputation of her distinguished father--and navigates these problems as best she can. Her complicated blending of the heroine and ‘Phaedra’ roles, her construction both as protagonist and antagonist, is unique among the novels. Furthermore, her character stands out because, while all of the other canonical Greek novels feature at least one ‘Phaedra’ figure, Callirhoe does not incorporate an overt ‘Phaedra,’ except Callirhoe herself.


Ultimately, Callirhoe stands alone among the women who populate Greek novels. Her unusually active control over her sex life, and the striking ends to which she uses this power, set her apart from the other heroines. However, she stands clear of the ‘Phaedra’ identity and creates her own place in the novel.
Bibliography

Elsom, Helen E. “Callirhoe: Displaying the Phallic Woman,” in Pornography and Representation in Greece & Rome, edited by Amy Richlin, 212-30. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992.
Hansen, William. Ariadne’s Thread: a Guide to International Tales Found in Classical Literature. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002.

Haynes, Katharine. Fashioning the Feminine in the Greek Novel. New York: Routledge, 2003.
Justman, Stewart. Literature and Human Equality. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2006.

Kugel, James L. In Potiphar’s House: the Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1990.

Zimmerman, M. Apuleius Madaurensis: Metamorphoses Book X Text, Introduction and Commentary. Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 2000.
