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Reading Response #4: Destiny and Courage in Gallathea

In this paper, I will examine a seminal moment in John Lyly’s 1592 drama, Gallathea. I choose to scrutinize this moment because it is a rare instant of pure courage in the play. The moment of which I speak occurs early on within the play, in Act One, Scene One. It involves Gallathea’s response to her father, Tytertus, after he has instructed her to wear the attire of a man and flee the city. If she doesn’t, she will be bound to an Oak and devoured by a monster called Agar. More specifically, “Whether she be devoured of him, or conueied to Neptune, or drowned between both, it is not permitted to knowe, and encurreth danger to coniecture” (I.I.). Either way, she realizes that she will without a doubt be killed (and consequently become a peace offering to Neptune). 

It seems to me then, that everyone would easily agree to such simple terms if their life were at stake. One would think that life comes before honor, destiny, virtue, or anything for that matter, on our priority lists. Not Gallathea. In response to her father’s warning and instructions, Gallathea responds: “Father, I haue beene attentiue to heare, and by your patience am ready to answer. Destenie may be deffered, not preuented” (I.I). After reading this, I was (1) shocked and (2) impressed. This is a statement pregnant with as much philosophical meaning as practical. Gallathea is right, destiny literally cannot be prevented by virtue of it being your destiny. Nothing one can do cannot be his/her destiny. However, destiny may be deferred. Logically, by altering one’s actions one is also altering his/her destiny. Thus if it is my destiny to become a great attorney, I may first become a great plumber or architect. These too would undoubtedly become my destinies. However, it would still be the fact that when I become an attorney, it will be my destiny, only deferred. I like to think this is the philosophical reasoning John Lyly employed when writing Gallathea. No doubt it was the rationale of Gallathea when she made the statement, as her next comment reveals: “Doe you know, (or dooth ouercarefulness make you forget) that an honorable death is to be preferred before an infamous life. I am but a child, and haue not liued long, and yet not so childish, as I desire to lieu euer: vertues I meane to carry to my graue, not gay haires” (I.I.) Again, after reading this I was shocked and impressed. Such courage. Such conviction. It seems so out of place in comparison to the rest of the text. It also seems that our modern notion of the preciousness of life has no bearing in Gallathea’s mind. She realizes everyone must die. Gallathea would rather live a short, honorable life than live long enough to see it corrupted. She hints at this with her additional comment in parentheses. It seems her father may have in fact lived long enough to see his virtue corrupted. To Gallathea then, to die with virtue thus rounds out the purpose of life. 


Despite her father’s light treatment of Gallathea’s comment (he simply brushes it aside), it is a shining moment in the play. I would like to think that it sheds light upon many other aspects of the play. It is the destiny of Gallathea and Phillida to fall in love. It is this courage that induces them to accept their only option at achieving it. 
