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Reading Response: Treatment of Women in Gallathea


In John Lyly’s play, Gallathea, there are many instances demonstrating the unjust treatment of women.  For instance, the very reason for basically forcing Gallathea and Phillida to disguise themselves as men is so that they will be safe from being sacrificed as the fairest maiden (Lyly I i,47-51).  While this callous practice, among other events, demonstrates that females are treated discriminatorily, it is important to note that the same is not true for goddesses.  The goddesses present in this play, Diana and Venus, not only have power over mortal women and men, but in some instances they have authority over male gods, such as Cupid (Lyly III iv, 92-96).  In John Lyly’s Gallathea, the great authority held by the goddesses is juxtaposed by the harsh ways in which mortal women are treated.  
The main practice that demonstrates the lack of respect for women is the ritual performed for the god, Neptune.  Tyterus describes it to Gallathea: “… At ever five years’ day the fairest and chastest virgin in all the country should be brought unto this tree, and here being bound, who neither parentage shall excuse for honour nor virtue for integrity, is left for a peace offering unto Neptune (Lyly I i,47-51). The fact that this practice is performed for a god, a figure that people are expected to look up to, shows that the society of which Gallathea lives in encourages the  cruel treatment of women.  In addition to being in danger of sacrifice, Gallathea is forced into dressing like a man, despite her courageous resistance.  She says to her father, “Virtues I mean to carry to my grave, not grey hairs…Suffer me, therefore, to die, for which I was born; or let me curse that I was born, sith I may not die for it” (Lyly I i, 86-87, 90-92).  While this speech displays that Gallathea is extremely brave, her attempt of standing up for herself fails.  Her father simply says that she is too young to make her own decisions.  It is unclear whether this is an example of a male overpowering a female or if it is simply a father protecting his daughter from danger; however, no matter what the case may be, Gallathea lacks the ability to make her own decisions in life, despite her boldness in standing up to her father.    
Aside from this ruthless practice, when Gallathea and Phillida fall in love and wish to be married, one of them inevitably turns into a man.  If Gallathea is truly meant to be a play about lesbianism, perhaps it would have been more appropriate if Gallathea and Phillida could have both remained women. While gay marriage is still a controversial subject today, the fact that this love between two women transformed into the more traditional romantic relationship between man and woman makes it seem as though a lesbian relationship is out of the question. Also, because the fate of this relationship needed to be determined by the excessive number of four gods, it demonstrates that these women do not even have the right to control their personal lives.  

On the other hand, there are many instances where goddesses prove to be possibly the most powerful figures in existence.  Diana, for instance, is able to capture Cupid when she becomes suspicious that he has made her nymphs fall in love. In addition to capturing him, she also breaks his bow, burns his arrows, binds his hands, clips his wings, and shackles his feet (Lyly III iv,81-85).  Diana says: “I have Cupid , and will keep him, not to dandle in my lap, whom I abhor in my heart, but to laugh him to scorn, that hath made in my virgins’ hearts such deep scars” (Lyly III iv, lines 45-48).  When held captive by Diana, Cupid is unable to escape until his mother Venus comes his rescue.  Another example of Venus’ authority over Cupid is when the gods are making a decision regarding the sex change in the marriage between Gallathea and Phillida.  When it is Cupid’s turn to say if he is for the sex change or against it his mother answers for him (Lyly IV iii, 187, line 181).  This decision making process not only shows that the goddesses are revered, but it also shows that they serve a crucial role in society.  
