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Around 1635 Peter Paul Rubens painted a work whose 
cxac1 interpretation has remained a matter of debate for over a 
ccnlm)'. Known today as Deianira 011(/ the Fury. this painling 
of unknown patronage is cu1Tently in the collection of the Gal­
leria Sabauda in Tul'in (Figure I ).1 Although 1he younger woman 
i, c,ccepted as Deianira. Hercules·s second wife. the problem­
atic ligurc in the composition is that of the old woman.1 Listed 
in eighteenth-century guidebooks as a maid. this figure has been 
idcnlilicd in more recent scholarship as both a Fury. and as the 
allegorical ligurc of .. Fama Loquox" - Loquacious Fame or 
Rumor.' The former appellation appeared in texts as e:irly as 
1846 and as recently as 1992. when David JalTc. in the cata­
logue for an exhibition cn1itled Rubens and the lralia11 Renais­
mnce. stated that the painting was an image of Deianira ''lis­
lcning to the mjschievous words of the Fury.1'4 The latter idcn­
tilication. as "Fama /.,oquox ... was used by both Julius Held 
and Michael Jaffe. in 1980 and 1989 respectively.' Held stated 
thal the literary SOUl'CC of this interpretation wa~ lo be found in 
Book IX of Ovid's Me,amorpltoses. in which "loquacious 
Fama" tells Dcianira of her husband's inlidelity.• He expanded 
upon thi~ reference. identifying lhc woman specifically as 
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.. Fama callfra . . , or Evil Fame. an allegorical figure described 
by Ripa in early edi1ions of lcmwlogit,.' 

I believe that none of these identilicalions is com..""Ct. and 
1hat another interpretation more fully meets the literary and vi­
sual requireme,ns of the painting. I will demonstr:ue 1hat the 
old woman is Deianira's nurse and. as such. a character from a 
play cmitlcd Hercules Oe1aeus.• Written in the first century 
A.O. by the Roman S1oic Lucius Annaeus Seneca, 1he play dra­
mati,.es 1he last days of Hercules. In this tragedy, Hercules is 
brought to an agonizing end 1hrough a misguided plot devised 
by his wife and her nurse to win back the hero's love for 
Dcianira. I believe that it is ibis momem of conspiracy 1hat 
Rubens has dcpicLcd in lhe pain1ing under consideration. 

The legend of Hercules was one of the mos1 popular sub­
jects of 1he Renaissance and Baroque eras. although this par• 
ticular aspce1 of the my1h was far less popular than themes ,uch 
as the "Dodekathlos" or Twelve Labors. An understanding of 
Deianira's Mory is vital to my interprc.talion of the painting. 
however. as 1his is 1he foundation of Seneca·s play. In brief, the 
legend goes as follows: While accompanying her husband 10 

his palace. Deianii'a was abducted b)1 1hc centaur Nessus. to 
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Held 323. and Mich11el Jaffe. R11~1t.S: c,,rologo Ct,mplf'to. trans.. G. 
Mulazwni (Milan. 1989) no. 1203. 

Held. 323; Ovid. Mt'I .. Book IX. 207: "h wa> afler 11 lerculesJ h;1d con• 
quel'ed Oechalia. and was preparing t() offcr~acrificc.,; 10 Jupi1cr al 
Ccnacum. th111 gosJ.iping ~umour. who IO\'CS to mingle false with trot 
and, nourished by her O\\ n Ii~. grow~ --.leadily from ,mall bcginninis. 
Oul~lriJ)ped him on hi;. homcw:u-d way and broug.ht 10 Defa.nira's e~ 
lhc 1alc lh:u her lutsb:md, 1he son of Amphilf)'On. was in love wi1h lole:· 

Held 323: Cesare Ripa. Nom /cmmlogia (l'>ndu3: P.P. Toui. 1618) 172: 
.. Donnu con un \'CSti10 dipimo d'alcune imagineue nere. l~me puttini 
con J'ali nere & c..-00 una ll'Otnba in maoo. c<mformcal deuo di Claudi:ino 
nel lib. dcll3 gucrra C.c1ic.1 conlro Alarico:· 

Lucius 1\nnaeu:,, Senoca. flerr11/e.s 01"tae11.f. from 1he cdi1ion by Frank J. 
1\11illcr. TmgN#P.s <>JS,11«,1 (Chic:igo: University of Chicago Pre. ... s.1907) 
216·285. This wotk will be hereaftcrtilcd as H.0. 
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whom she had been entrusted while the couple was trying to 
cross a grem river.' 10 rescue his wife. Hercules shot Nessus 
with an arrow dipped in the blood of the Hydra. whom he had 
killed as part of his Labors. As he lay dying, Nessus ins1ruc1ed 
Deiani ra to collect some of his tainted blood, promising her 
that it would act as a love potion when her husband's passion 
for her began 10 cool. 

Evenluall y, Hercules fell in love with the beautiful lole 
while on a military campaign. Informed that her husband was 
sending the princess to the palace to become his mistress, 
Deianira 's jealousy drove her to ac1ion. Hercules had ordered 
tlmt a special robe be sent for him to wear at a victory sacrifice. 
Remembering the centaur's words. Deianira anointed the gar­
ment with Nessus's blood and gave it to a servant , Lichas, 10 

deli ver. As Hercules s1ood before the sacrificial altar, the heat 
from 1hc names activated the poison in the blood. Far front 
being a love potion. the hydra's venom permeated Hercule..'i's 
nesh, causing him excruci::uing pain. The deadly robe fused 
i1sclf 10 the hero·s body. and llercules. unable 10 remove it. 
began to 1ip his body apart with his own hands. 

Despite this agony, Hercules. being both supcl'human and 
semi-divine, was not killed by the poison. He was taken to 
Trachis. where he ordered a pyre to be built on Mouni Oe1a. 
There he reclined 10 await a noble death in the names. Before 
1his could occur, however. his fa1her Jupi1er se111 a thunderbolt 
that consumed 1he pyre, and Hercu les was transported to 
Olympus. where he was deifiec.1. Ne> such glorious end awaited 
Deianira, however, for she committed suicide when she learned 
of the result of her ac1ions. 

In Herr:11/es Oe1ae11s. Seneca fol lows 1his basic scenario. 
but adds several characters, the mos1 important of which. for 
our purposes, is the figure of Oeianira's nurse. Th.is character 
was borrowed from Sophocles's play Women ofTrachis, but is 
transfo1111ed by Seneca from a minor character to one of major 
importance. 10 In Hercules Oewe11s she becomes a prime moli• 
vator of her misn-ess·s actions. and a participan1 in 1he plo1. 
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As wilh many ancient myths, the dc1ails of place :md ordering within 
the Mer<:ule., legend changes with the writer. the lime. and the region. 
This retelling rcpresenti;, a par:tphmsc thal avoicl,;; 1he particulars of lime 
a11d place while accurately recounting lhe f)C:rsons.. actions. and out• 
comes of the m)•lh. f<>r .i more complete :k.-COunt. see Gantz 203-2 10: 
Grant and Ha1..el 4S2•460. and Ovid 203-2 10: i:'or :1 m()re c()mplete list 
of sources :i.mong the ancient 3u1.hors. see Gantz 203-210. 

Sophocles. 111<,ime,r of Trocliis, trans C.K. Willi:tm~ rind Gregory W. 
Dickerson (New York: Oxford Uni\'el'Sity Press. 1978). 

For Rubens·s im·ol\'eme.m with Lipsios and 1hc Nc1hcrl:mdish Noos1oic 
circle. see Mk,hacl Morford. Stoics mu/ Nrostoics: Rubens ,md 1hr Circ-ft> 
of lip:,i11s (PrillCCton: Princeton Univcrsily Press, 199 1 ). 

For an cxaminnlion of Lipsius·s work on Senoc.i. sec Morford 139-180: 
For Rubens's Neostoic philosophies. see Morford 1$1·210. 

Hekl 1l0Ccs lhat a drawing dcpic1ing 1hc dcalh of Crcu,, is cspeci:illy 
rele\'an1 10 Senec:a·~ ve:rsion of the pfoy. because of 1he similarity 10 1he 

32 

BARBARA J. JOHNSTON 

Rubens·s knowledge of Seneca's work is withou1 question. 
He was introduced 10 the St0ic1s writings through his close as­
sociation with Jus:1us Lipsius. the leading scholar in the Neth­
erlandish Neostoic circle. 11 Lipsius was widely recognized as 
an cxpcn on Seneca and hjs writings. :md through 1heir ac­
quaintance. the art isl developed a deep admirniion for Scneca. 11 

The painting en1i1led 71,e Four Philosophers. of c. 1612- 15. 
depic1s from lefl 10 right the artist. his bro1her Philip, Lipsius 
and the humanist Jan Woverius, with Rubcns's own bust of 
Seneca seeming 10 preside over the mee1ing (Figure 2). 

Several other works within Rubens·s oeuvre are believed 
to have been inspired by Seneca's wri1ings. These include a 
series of drawings on 1he theme of Medea. and a cycle of six 
pai111ings. produced around 1615.1ha1 illus1ra1e the story of1he 
Roman general and "exemplum vinutis" Decius Mus.B l be­
lieve tb.1t the painting of Dcianira should, likewise. be included 
wilh 1hcsc others as Senccan in source. 

An examination of the work reveals that the seuing of 1he 
scene is Oeianirn ·s bedchamber. "Tbis is indicated by the high. 
Roman-style bed against which she is leanjng." Bending down 
from her place on the bed is ano1her woman, eonsidernbly older 
than Deianira, who holds 1he blood-stained white robe 1ha1 will 
bring aboul Hercules·s end. Her dark skin and rough features 
are an obvious contrapposto to the younger woman's glowing, 
voluptuous form and aris1ocr:uic quali1ies. Ahhough she docs 
appear 10 be "a dark and evil presence:· as described by David 
Jaffe, she doos not have the 01her iconographic indicators nee• 
essary for identification either as u Fury or as Fama. u 

In classical my1hology, the Furies. also called 1he Erinyes. 
were avenging spi1its who punished those who committed 
crimes. especially against fa1nily members.16 UsualJy described 
as inhabi1an1s of Hades, 1hese spirits were horribly ugly. They 
were often shown bare-breasted. with serpents in their hair and 
hands. as 1hey brandished 1orches or whips wi1h which to tor­
ment their victims. TI1e Furies were common charac1ers in 
Rubcns·s oeuvre. and were sometimes represented in associn-

" 

spcdfic.~OflhCSt."t-ne: Juliu3>S, Held. R11be11J: Srl«ud Drawhigs(Ncw 
York: Phaidon. 1959) 99. For infonn:ition on lhe l)ctiu'it Mus cycle. :-.ee 
Mo,roro 195,203. 

Da\1id Jaffe no,cs 1h:u the source of the arrt>W•JX"-1 lx."<I was probably 
Rubl:.n~·s own oollec1ion of antique gems. A similar bed is found carved 
inlo an tmtiquc came() depicting 11,e Marriagt• of Cu11id ,md Psy<·lu.' 
th31 was known 10 h:wc been in 1hc collection ot' ttlc ar1i.s1. Sc.-e D. Jaffe 
126. 

15 D. Jaffe 126. 

16 Ovid. 9. 1()6.107; William Sherwood F()x. Greek 011d Ronum Myllu,J. 
ogy. \'OI. I of Tiu• My1holo10· of All Races. Louis Herbert 0-r.:iy. ed. (New 
York: Cooper Square Publishers. 1964) 276-277: Gr.int and Hazel. \VlioS 
IVJ,o ;,, Clt,ssk,,l Mytliology 138-140; MtChacl (imni and John Hn.1.el. 
(;odswu/ Mona/sill Cl,u:iie<1/ My,lw!t,gy (SJ)ringlicld: G. & C. Merriam 
Comp:rny. Publis.hcrs. 1973) 176•177. 
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tion with warfare or discord. One of the best examples is seen 
in The Co1111cil of the Gods from the Maria de· Medici cycle of 
1622-24, in which a Fury appears in the lowcrrighl of the paint­
ing (Figu,-e 3). With snaky locks and bare breasts. she holds 
both a torch and a serpent. 

As this work demonstrates. Rubens knew exactly how a 
Fury should be depicted. Accordingly. it S<."ems likely that the 
artist would have used the same formula 10 describe such a 
crcawre wilh Dcianira if that had been his intent This is not the 
case. however. as we see when comparing details of the old 
woman (Figure 4) with the Fury in The Council of the Gods 
(Figure 5). All hough 1hc woman <:.:nainly has a haggard face 
and roughened appearance, her hair, while unkempt is not made 
of snakes. Neither does she carry a serpent. torch, or whip, all 
a11ribu1es associated with Furies. Fur1hennore. allhough one 
breast is exposed. the woman is not bared to the waist, as in 
Rubens·s previous depictions of these figures. Thus. with the 
exception of her ugliness, Rubens's descripticm of the old 
woman docs 1101 fullill lhe iconographic or li tcra1-y requirements 
of a Fury. Her ugliness. as I stated earlier. undoubtedly was 
intended 10 enhance Deianira's: beau1y, as wen as establish the 
nursc·s advanced years and low)y station. 

In addition. I have not been able to find any 1ex1, antique 
or otherwise. that con-es ponds with the in1erprcrn1ion of lhc old 
woman as a Fury. \Vhi)e i t is true that Seneca docs make use of 
1he Furies in Hercules Oeweus. this episode takes place only 
after Deianira learns of Hercules's fa te and not before. In Act 
111, Deianira is maddened with grief and fear and begins IO 

hallucimue. believing that she hears the Furies coming 10 exact 
their revenge." A careful reading of this passage indicates that 
Senec:l understood 1he Furie..~· role in this drama was not to 
incite Deianira ·s "fury;· so 10 speak, bu 1. ,-a1her. 10 avenge 1he 
death of her husband. Therefore. this passage could no1 have 
inspired 1he painl ing. for 1he presence of a Fury with Deianira 

11 Seneca, 3.1 0<)(). 1015: 
Bui h;uk! l hear their dreadful scourges sound. 
See! Whc, is 111:11 who coils her snaky l0t.·k:1-. 
And :u her ugly temples brandishe.,; 
Two deadly dans? Why dost thou follow me. 
0 dire Megacm. wi1h thy bla.dng brand? 
Dos.1 thou seek pcnaJ1y for Hereulcs? 
I will di!)(;harge it. 0 thou Jreadful one. 
Already hun : the arbi1er.:: C>f hell 
Passed judgcmc1n on me? Lo. I sec 1hc doors 
Of lhal :-.ad prison-h0ll~ unfold for me ... 
And ,;cc! then:: i:t:md-.1'isiphonc. 
With gh:i~lly cruel face.: she seeks revcoge. 
Oh. sp;trc th)' :-.courge. MegaenL i,f)are. I pr.i.y. 
·n1y S1)'gian bmnds. ·Twas love 1h.,1 promplcd me. 

l1 should be no1ed that elsewhere i1l lhis pas~age Se~, has Oeianira 
call the Furic.,; by the name of the Eumenides. meaning "kind-hc3rtt."tf' 
or "fotgh•ing spiri1~." The use of such euphemisms was common among 
the ,mcicnl~ wht-n speaking of 1he Furi~ . a.;; il was t"Onsidered 100 dreadful 
10 pronounce their 1ruc name. The Furies (the Erin)'es) are the snmc 
my1hologit·.al ligures as lhe Eurnenides. ::i fc-a1ure of their evolving mythos 
by the 1ime Acsch)•lus iOl'Ofp<>r:lled them in hi:-. 1mgedics cc,nceming 
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before the robe was delivered is 1101 appropriate. Fur1hennore. 
the painting could 1101 depict a Fury coming to Deianira after 
Hcrcules·s agony. as the poisoned robe was fused to his body, 
and could 1101 have been brought back by an avenging spirit 10 
accuse Deianira.16 Neither does chc lauer·s dreamy expression 
indicate fear or grief. as would be expected of such a meeting. 

I fiud the other identification of the old woman as Fama. 
or Rumor, to be equally inconsistent with the li terary and vi­
sual sources. I leld specifies Book IX of Ovid's Mewmorpho• 
sesas tbefoundation of this iden1ifica1.ion.19 An analysis of this 
source convinces me. however. that this interpretation is also 
incolTCCl. since. in the text .. it is Deianira who poisons the robe 
and sends ii to Hercules.20 Thus. while Fama did indeed inform 
Deianira of her husband's dalliance, she would have no reason 
10 hold the bloody robe, as the ligu,·e does in the painting. As 
Ovid relates ll. this action is entirely in Deianirn 's hands. Fur­
thermore. Held's secondary iden1ification of lhc woman a~ 
"Famll cattiwt ,. or Evil Fame. docs not align with Ripa"s de­
scription of this figure as a woman in a dark gown, with black 
wings and a trumpet. 21 None of these attributes applies to the 
old woman. 

II is my belief. therefore. that the most viable iden1ilica­
cion of the figure in 1hc painting is thal of Dcianim"s nurse. By 
examining the painting. we see that lhe nurse is wearing the 
stola of a Roman matron. which is a11ached al the left shoulder 
while leaving the right shoulder bare. Allhough one breast has 
slipped from her gown. her other breast is covered by a sheer 
fabric. The single bared breast is. I believe. a device employed 
by Rubens to indicate the old woman ·s maternal role ns 
Dei:mira ·s nursemaid, a role 10 which Seneca has her refer con­
tinually throughout her conversations with the younger woman.12 

1l1is device follows in such long-established tradit ions as the 
Madonna Lac1ans. FurLhennore. the old wornan wears a veil. 
which falls from her head. down her back and across her left 

" 
" ,. 

" 
" 

1hc House or Alreus. Th~ cre.a1ures go by Olher names as well. and 
were called ··.Se11111a; 1'1um;·· or "revered goddc.-.-.e.-." in Athen>. und 
··M,miai" or .. Bringers of Madness .. in Megal~olis. In 1his 1>ass..'lgc, 
Scnec.·a d()(.'"~'- identify 1wc, of these Eu men id~ as Ti!tiphone .ukl MegaerJ. 
names associated wi1h lhc £rinyes. lhus illui:trating 1he intc-rchungcablc 
nomenclature. See Fox 276-277: Gram and Hazel. G(H/s <md Morwls 
177. 

Q\•i<I. 9. 207: sec n, 6 for cn1ire cxccrp1. 

Ovtd. 9. 207: "She pondered the Yariou~ c..-our-.c-. open I<> her and. of 
ll,em all. chose 10 send 1he shin. impregn:ucd with Nessus·s blood, 10 

strengthen anew her hu~band's dying love. K1K>wlng no more than he 
did wh:11 she was giving him. the unhapp)' woman h:mcled Licha,. the 
gannen1 Lh:lt was to be the cause ofhe:town .son-ow and.\\ ith pet:>ua~i.,e 
words. bade him c..'lrry her pre.-.enl lo her husband." 

Rip, 172. 

&,M:Ca. II. 276. 444: Ill. 926. 
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shoulder. Tbe ar1is1 has ind icaled ils presence with the dark, 
rippling lines 1hat move across the nurse's left ann. Rubcns·s 
Furies wear no such garb. and nci1her does Ripa·s Fama. 

In refere nce lo other aspecLo; or the nursc·s dcscripli<>n, as 
well as lhe major features and details of this work. there is one 
passage or Seneca's play 1ha1 I find explains all facels of this 
painting. It is in Act II . in which Dcianim, wild with jealousy. 
plans her husband's death. and then her own.1·' 1l1c nurse al­
tempts to calm her anger, Iell ing her that ''by magic arts unjted 
to their praye1-s. do wives full on their wandcling husbands 
bind."~ She goes on 10 l ist her many skills as a sorceress. stat­
ing 1hat " .. . No1hing can wiIhstand my potent charms."25 It is 
this comment thal reminds Dcianira or1he vial ofNessus·s blood 
and ils supposed power 10 win back 1he love or Hercules. 

After swearing the nurse to secrecy. Deianira tells her the 
story of Ncssus. and sends her to retrieve the vial from i1s dark 
hiding place within the palace. This the nurse docs in great 
has1e, bu1 not before inst111cting Deianira to sa.y a prayer lo 
Cupid. In 1his prayer. l)cianira asks 1he boy-god to use "one of 
thy keenest arrows" 10 rekindle liercule.fs love for her." Sen• 
c<:a notes specifically 1ha1. upon her return. it is the nurse who 
holds the robe as it is anoi111cd wi1h blood, while reciting a 
prayer to augment the power or the chan11.2' It is 1hcn 1ha1 1hc 
nurse hears the approach of 1he unwilling Lichas. Urgen1ly she 
tells Oeianira 10 hide 1he cham,, Jes1 1heir plol be revealed. 
Deianira 1hen lakes 1he robe and gives ii 10 Lichas. Afler 1he 
messenger has left 10 deliver the garment. Dcianira offers up a 
second prayer, this time 10 Venus. 

I believe 1ha1 ii is a porcion of 1his scene tha1 is illus1ra1ed 
by Rubens's painli ng. In accordance with 1hc play's narra1i ve, 
the nurse has just returned with lhe ceremonial robe and poi­
soned blood. her hair disheveled by lhe urgency of her effor1s. 
Afler anoi n1ing 1he robe, she hears Lichas approaching. Wi1h 
anxious expression, she 1t1rns t0wards Deianira. while motion­
ing in 1hc direction of the messenger. DeianirJ is still in a stale 
of reverie following lhe prayer she has made to Cupid. Her 
parted lips and dreamy expression act as testimony 10 this. Even 

ZJ Seneca. II. 433-5S0. 

l.i Senct3. IL -tS2. 

25 Senec.1. II. 463--464. 

l<> Seneca. 11. 545. 

" 
" 

Seneca. IL 5(,J-569. 

0. Jaffe 126. note:. 1hc gc.,;;turc has :uuiquc origins: Ri1>a h:,.s 1hc alJcgori­
c:il figure or Memory in this posture. and oot~ that Plin)'. Book II i~ the 
source: '1'he eal'IObe is the M:at of memory. and we louch it when c:illing 
somoooe to wi1ncss:" Ccs.'l.rc Ri1xi. BaMJu<' <md R<x·«o Imagery. The 
1758.(,() Hettel Edition of Ripa's Jc1111oloti<1 (New York: Dover Publi• 
cations.. 1971) 143. 
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Dcianira 's action of coveling her geni1aJ area can be seen as 
imi1a1ivc or a Venus Pudica, and thus a reference 10 the painting's 
overall Iheme of love. as well as an allusion 10 1hc prayer the 
young woman will subsequently make to the goddess. 

Deianira 's gesIure of touching her earlobe may also be in­
terpreted in terms of Seneca's narrati ve. In addition to signify­
ing that she has heeded the old woman's words. this action could 
connote 1he ancient belief tbat the earJobe was the site of 
memory. as no1cd by Pliny. "'!bus, I his gesture could have been 
used by 1he anise 10 indicate that. with her prayers, Oeianira 
remembers the grea1 love Hercules once had for her. The inter­
action bcrwcen the two women and their individual expressions 
and gestures are. 1herefore. easily explained when compared 10 
this excerpl from Hert:ules Oeweus. The scene even clarifies 
the misinterpretation of lhe nurse a,,;; a Fury, since. by her own 
admission she was a sorceress or practitioner of the ''black arts.'' 
Tims, Rubens has described her. to use David Jaffe's words. as 
"a dark and evil presence.•· 

An examination or the dclails of the painting cmpha.,;izes 
1hc play's dual Iheme of love and de.a1h. From Dcianira's ear 
hangs a magni ficent red gem, a fact that is pointed out to us by 
her geslure. A second jewel. as wel I as pearls, adorn the brace­
lei 1ha1 encircles her volup1uous am, . TI1e choice of these gems 
is significam. as pearls and red gemstones were symbols of 
love and passion in ancient days.29 Furthermore, the droplet 
shape of Deianira ·s e.arring may also be an allusion 10 1he blood 
which has been, and is about 10 be spilled in 1he name of love. 

Other clements of 1his work are equally inlriguing and re­
inforce its association with Seneca ·splay. The red again.st which 
Ocianira leans has arrowheads as feet. ·n, is is undoubtedly a 
reference to the fatal arrow wiIh which Hercules ended Nessus·s 
life. and. ultimately. his own. TI1c arrow symbolism is also, I 
believe, an allusion to Cupid's arrows. to which Seneca has 
Ocianira refer several times in her prnyer.30 David Jaffe notes 
1ha1 the red cloth thai "seems 10 bleed'' over 1hc side of 1he bed 
is probably an allusion 10 Herculcs's agonizing death. and. I 
migh1 add, 1ha1 of Nessus as well." Even i1s blazing color could 

~ The pearl was identified with Venus. :ind red stonc.tsuch as 1he ruby. or 
more likel)' 1he garnet. were symbolic of passionate love .. See Hugh 
Tait. ed., Jt•welry: 7()()() Yeon (New York: Harry N. Abrams. 19!) I) 86-
87: Nuder Symbol Dic,imwry (Wilmeue. lHinois: Cbjron PublicaLioos. 
1991) 147. 157: fames Hall. Dieti<maryoJS11!1ject:rm1d Sym/,o/,,; ;,, An 
(New York Harper .and Row. Iron F...ditions.. 1979) 2.38. 
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Senec~. U. 539-560. The an-ow-po~ bed (seen. 14) seems 10 have in­
trigued Rubens: he used ii in 3 numbc, of works. such as Mtus aud 
Rhea Sih•ia (½dut. Collection of 1he Prince of Leichtenstein. c 1620). 
Cupld (md Psych~ (Madrid. PrOO<>. n.d.). and 77,e Death Q/Dido (Paris. 
Ch11rlcs de Bcis1eg.ni. 1635-38). In 1hc firsl 1wo. Cupid plays a vim.I 
jXln. thus the arrow symbolism could apply to Cupid's aTTOws here as 
well. 

D. Jaffe 126. 
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refer 10 1he altar fires th:u will activate the centaur·s blood. not 
10 mcn1ion 1hc ;.fiery·· passion 1hat staned this unhappy epi• 
sodc. 

The fact that this sheer red fabiic is draped over a bed 
could have one other important reference. Roman brides often 
wore a red or orange veil. called a flmnmeum. on their we<J. 
ding day. because red was the color of love and fcrtili1y." 
Deianira's con1inual references to herself throughout the play 
as "Alcides·s bride" and "He1'Cules's wife" may have mo1 iva1ed 
Rubens to use this exquisite red clolh as a reference 10 this. 
especia11y since it lies across what is presumably their maritaJ 
bed.'' When in1crprctcd in Scnec.an terms. this seemingly inno­
cent detail likewise takes on omjnous ovcnoncs. for the veil is 
crnshed beneath the nurse's gnarled foot as she looms over her 
mistrcs:s. Through such subtle means, the a11ist has emphasized 
the fact thal love. passion. and death have been inextricably 
mingled in the Hercu Jes saga. a 1hcmc that resounds through­
out Seneca ·s pla)1 a:- wel I. 

Given. then. that the painting js Senecan in source, the quc..:;-
1ion arises as to why the arti s1 chose Scnc-ea·s version of 
Dcianira·s story over all the other writers who ernbraced this 
tragedy? I believe thnt there are severnl reasons. First. Seneca 
examines Deianira's molivations. emotions. and actions more 
fully than any other ancient writer. pl'oviding the a11ist with :l 

richer sou,-ce from which to work. Second, one could s,1y that 

J! 

\l 

He,rler Symbol Di<"tifmmy 157: Fr.ul\':Oi, Buut.~her. 20.()()() n·anof FasJ,. 
km: 1'1,e !Ustory Qf CU51umt.' "'"' PersQ,w/ Adonimelll (New York: Harry 
N. Abrom.:.. n.d.) 120.124. 

S<n«:a. II. 240. 291. 332. 344. 

Sene..~. ll. 255-270: 
0 wife of Jove. where'er in hea\·en 1hou dwclles1. 
Against Alcidcs send some mg.ing be:t..:.l 
That :,hall be dire enough lO ~I(. my wr:uh. 
lhn)' hydra n."<1n- ii~ fcriile head 
Too vas1 10 be oonrnined in :my pool. 
lmpm..;ible of conquesl. send it focth ... 
But if no bca$.I-. avail. 
Thi.;: hear1 of mi1le into some monster change: 
F'or of my hate can ant Shaj>e be made 

this play is more Baroque than the other versions of the story. 
since il is filled with such popular seventeenth•century themes 
as love. lust. passion. violence. madness, and death. While 
touched on by other authors, lhcsc themes find their fullest ex­
pression in Seneca. Finally. Seneca's pol'lrayal of Deianirn and 
her nurse a.\ cunning and manipulative des1royers of man i~ 
cnlircly consistent with that f.lvorilc Baroque theme. the power 
of women. As such. Dcianira is put in the company of such 
Je111111eft1wlesas Delilah. Salome. and Omphale. The inclusion 
of the nurse here is especially important because it enhances 
the theme of conspiracy and deceit. and aligns the nurse with 
such ligurcs as the Procuress. 

35 

Thus. I find it significant that Rubens chose this pariicular 
moment or the play as the subject or his painting. For much of 
Hercules Oeweus. Seneca focuses on lhe violence of Deianira's 
emotions. and allows her rage to transform 1he young woman 
from loving wi fe to lethal monster.~ Rubens. on the other hand. 
has chosen 10 depict the moment of Deianira's prayer to Cu• 
pid-when her savage emotions are quiclcd by the sweet re­
membrance of her love for Hercule..\. It is in the choice of this 
moment 1hat the artist's compassion reveals itself co us. for 
Rubens sees Deianira as neither demon nor monster bul simply 
as that most human of crealurcs. a woman in love. 

Florida State University 

That thou dc:-ir'~I. Oh. mould my woman':-, form 
To m:nch my grief. M)• brca:-t cannol <."C)nlain 
IL.; r.l.ge. Why doll! thou searth lhc fanhcst bounds 
Of earth, and o,·crtum to world? Or why 
Dost thou dem:md of hell i1-. C\1il ,hapc-.•.> 
This brea.._, of mine" ill fotni:-ih for thy u:-ie 
AJJ fearfu l thing,s. To wofk thy de,·1dly hate 
U~ me as tool. TilOU can:-i.1 des1roy him q11i1e 

II. 283-284: 
I Dcianir:l ~peak" to He.n.:ule.(I i,1 ,,1>st-n1ia:I 

lbous:h :ill 1he worid is deblOf unto 1het. 
'Twill noc ava.il thee 1low. for 1hou shall find 
A mon,;,fcr greater for than Hydra'~ rlge.. 
An ang1)· wife's rcveng,e, awni1ing thee. 
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figure I. l'ctcr l>:iul ~ubcns. Dcianira tuul the F14r)', oil on c~nva~. 246 x 168 cm. c. 1635. Galleria Sabauda. Turin. 
Courtesy of Alin.-irif An Re-source. New York. 
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Figure 2. Peter Pnul Rubcn.c:. nu~ Po11r Philosophers, oil on 
c.anvns. c. 161 I. Galleria Pal:uin.a. Pa.lazzo Piui. FloreOl..>e 
Coune~~Y of Alinari/An Resoun::e. New York. 

Figure 3. Peter 1>aul Rubens. Tht: Cow1cil v/ tht> G()Js. from the Maria de· Medici Serie.~. oil on canvas. c. 1622•24. 'l'he l..ou\•rc. Counes)' of Ginmdon/Art 
Resource. New Y Otk. 
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Figure 4. J>e,cr P:-ml Rubeni,.. J)eianim and the Fury. de1:1il. oil on canvas. c. 1635. G3llcri:t S:tbauda. Turin. C(,urte.,y of Alimiri/Art Rc.,;ourcc, New Yori.. 
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Figure 5. Peter Paul Ruben,. 1711! Cmmcil of 1l11! Gods. detail. oil on 
C:tm\13$. c. 1622•2'.i. ·rhc l,,QUvrc. Courtc!<iy of Giraudon/A11 Resource. 
NewYod:.. 
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