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Abstract 
The ancient mythological figure Semele, mother of Bacchus, appears in innumerous works 

from antiquity to modern time. Two such works are Ovid’s epic poem the Metamorphoses 

and Handel’s oratorio Semele. Although the latter is based on the former, its characterisation 

of Semele has been greatly altered from that of its source material. This thesis therefore 

examines the relationship between how Semele is characterised in the Metamorphoses and in 

Semele in order to see the oratorio in a clearer light.  

 The study argues that although there are significant differences between the two 

works’ characterisation of Semele, close literary analysis of their portrayals reveals several 

similarities. It also includes a discussion on whether the characterisation of Semele in the 

oratorio is caused its creators desire to convey a particular message. Furthermore, this thesis 

places the oratorio in a wider context by analysing other ancient texts in which Semele 

appears and by tracing the chain of receptions.  

 From this it is evident that several of Semele’s characteristics in the oratorio which are 

not present in the Metamorphoses or other ancient texts can be found in some of the post-

classical works which preceded Semele. However, it also becomes clear that while Semele to 

some extent resembles previous works, the oratorio stands out for its unique portrayal of its 

titular character.  



 iii 

Preface 

COVID-19 
Unfortunately, the majority of this thesis was written after the outbreak of COVID-19. This 

meant that because of travel restrictions I had to cancel a research trip to London, for which I 

had received a stipend, which prevented me from visiting, amongst others, the University 

College London and the Gerald Coke Handel Collection. My access to relevant source 

material was further restricted by the temporary shutting down of the University of Oslo’s 

library. Although these restrictions had an impact on my thesis overall, those instances which 

were most affected have been indicated with footnotes. 

 
Acknowledgements 
First and foremost, I would like to express my immense gratitude to my supervisor, Prof. Han 

Lamers, who has been of invaluable help as an adviser and advocatus diaboli from the very 

beginning of this project, as well as a long-distance ‘librarian’ after the lockdown, and 

without whom I would not have been able to write this thesis.  

I am also very grateful to Prof. Mathilde Skoie for all her help and advice, to all the 

other members of the academic staff at IFIKK who have taught me so expertly throughout my 

studies, and to everyone who attended the two Classics seminars where I presented my 

ongoing work on this thesis. My deepest thanks also go to Johanna Francisca Treider, who has 

been of great help with acquiring source material, and to my other fellow classics students, 

whose insight and encouragements have been very helpful and whose inspiring passion for 

our subject knows no bounds. 

 Last but not least, I would like to thank my mother, who seemingly never tires of 

discussing and proofreading my work, and who has provided constant moral support 

throughout this process. 

  



 iv 

Table of Contents 

ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................................................................... II 
PREFACE ...................................................................................................................................................................... III 

COVID-19 ................................................................................................................................................................. III 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .................................................................................................................................................. III 

1. INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................................................................ 1 
1.1 STATUS QUAESTIONIS .............................................................................................................................................. 2 
1.2 RECEPTION AND TRANSFORMATION ........................................................................................................................... 7 
1.3 CHARACTERS AND CHARACTERISATION ....................................................................................................................... 8 
1.4 MUSICAL RHETORIC .............................................................................................................................................. 11 

2. THE ANCIENT SOURCE MATERIAL .......................................................................................................................... 13 
2.1 OVID .................................................................................................................................................................. 14 
2.2 ZEUS’ RIVAL ......................................................................................................................................................... 16 
2.3 THE MANY MYTHS OF SEMELE ............................................................................................................................... 17 
2.4 SEMELE AND LUSTFULNESS ..................................................................................................................................... 18 
2.5 SEMELE’S MAXIMAL CHARACTER ............................................................................................................................. 19 

3. THE CHAIN OF RECEPTIONS ................................................................................................................................... 20 
3.1 SEMELE IN A POST-CLASSICAL CHRISTIAN DISCOURSE ................................................................................................. 21 
3.2 SEMELE IN NATURE ............................................................................................................................................... 23 
3.3 SEMELE ENTERS THE STAGE .................................................................................................................................... 25 
3.4 SEMELE ENTERS THE CENTRE STAGE ........................................................................................................................ 27 
3.5 SEMELE’S NEW MAXIMAL CHARACTER ..................................................................................................................... 28 

4. HANDEL’S SEMELE ................................................................................................................................................. 30 
4.1 BACKGROUND ...................................................................................................................................................... 30 
4.2 EDITIONS AND PERFORMANCES ............................................................................................................................... 31 
4.3 SYNOPSIS ............................................................................................................................................................ 33 
4.4 CHARACTERISATION .............................................................................................................................................. 34 

5. SEMELE AND THE WIDER CONTEXT ....................................................................................................................... 40 
5.1 OVID AND THE ORATORIO ...................................................................................................................................... 40 
5.2 INTERPRETATIONS OF SEMELE ................................................................................................................................. 42 
5.3 SEMELE AND PRECEDING CHARACTERISATIONS .......................................................................................................... 45 

6. CONCLUSION .......................................................................................................................................................... 48 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................................................................ 51 

PRIMARY LITERATURE .................................................................................................................................................. 51 
SECONDARY LITERATURE .............................................................................................................................................. 53 

APPENDIX ................................................................................................................................................................... 59 
EXTRACTS FROM HANDEL’S SEMELE ............................................................................................................................... 59 

 

 



 1 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The ancient myth1 of Semele is the tale of a young woman who as a result of her relationship with 

Jupiter2 becomes the mother of Bacchus. In the early 18th century this story inspired English 

playwright William Congreve to write a libretto which almost 40 years later would be used by 

George Frideric Handel for his oratorio Semele. 

Congreve based his libretto on the myth as it is told in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. This has not 

only been established in scholarship3 but can also be inferred from the libretto’s argumentum, in 

which Congreve references the epic repeatedly. However, a first time reading of Ovid’s rendition of 

the myth and the libretto of Handel’s oratorio suggests that the two narratives differ from one another 

on several significant accounts, particularly in their portrayal of Semele. Whereas in the 

Metamorphoses she appears to be a rather anonymous figure, the character in Semele is not only 

more developed but decidedly unlikeable, having been ascribed traits like vanity and haughtiness. 

In this thesis I therefore wish to research how the characterisation of Semele in Handel’s 

oratorio is transformed from the characterisation in the Metamorphoses by analysing them more 

closely and then compare them to one another.  

In conjunction with this, I also intend to analyse both other ancient texts which relate the 

myth of Semele and the post-classical chain of receptions which preceded Congreve’s libretto, as I 

believe that by viewing Handel’s Semele in a wider context, one can better understand the oratorio’s 

characterisation of Semele. For example, are there other characterisations of Semele, in antiquity 

and/or in the chain of receptions, with which the character in the oratorio correspond better than the 

Metamorphoses? Or is it possible to discern a development in how the interpretations of Semele 

evolve from antiquity to the 18th century which may be seen to anticipate the oratorio’s changes to 

the characterisation? Or maybe the oratorio on the contrary appears as very distinct when compared 

to the chain of receptions? I will also discuss the possibilities that Congreve and Handel might have 

characterised Semele in a certain way in order to convey a particular message. 

 
1 As pointed by Sarah Iles Johnston (Sarah Iles Johnston, The Story of Myth (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard 
University Press, 2018), 1), this term is notoriously difficult to define, but I believe that for the purposes of my thesis, 
Walter Burkert’s definition, as given by both Johnston (ibid.) and the Oxford Dictionary of the Classical World (s.v. 
‘myth and mythology’), is fitting: “myth is a traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to something of collective 
importance”. 
2 As both the Metamorphoses and Handel’s Semele refers to the gods by their Latin names, I will do the same throughout 
this thesis, unless referring to Greek sources specifically. 
3 E.g. Winton Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 367; Charles 
Martindale, introduction to Ovid Renewed: Ovidian Influences on Literature and Art from the Middle Ages to the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Charles Martindale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 10; Paul Henry Lang, 
George Frideric Handel (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1996), 410. 
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In addition to exploring the possible reasons behind the seemingly glaring differences 

between the character in the Metamorphoses and the character in Handel’s Semele, I also hope to 

gain some insight into how classical culture was received in an 18th century musical work and how 

the musical composition contributes to the libretto’s characterisation, as well as learn how Semele 

has been portrayed and interpreted throughout the centuries, from antiquity to the 1700s. The main 

purpose of this thesis, however, is to sharpen our understanding of the oratorio’s characterisation of 

Semele by relating it to previous portrayals, both ancient and post-classical. 

But before I begin the analysis itself, I will first present my methodological approach and the 

terms I will use for my analysis. 

 

1.1 Status Quaestionis 
As this thesis explores the characterisation of a figure from ancient mythology in post-classical 

works, it falls within the scope of classical reception studies. To place my work in a larger context, I 

will here show how my research coincides with and differs from previous reception scholarship. 

Ever since Charles Martindale in his Redeeming the Text (1993)4 argued that classicists 

should adopt the term ‘reception’,5 research into the reception of antiquity has been an ever more 

important part of classical studies. Since then there have been different conceptions of how to 

address this subject.  

In his aforementioned book, Martindale states that “meaning (...) is always realized at the 

point of reception”6 and that “we all approach the reading of texts with the baggage of our values and 

our experience”.7 Furthermore, his arguments concur with the notion that modern interpretations are 

influenced by the chain of receptions between us and the ancient texts and that it is therefore 

impossible to grasp any original meaning which the authors of these texts intended them to have.8 

This also means, according to Martindale, that the same texts acquire new meanings for each 

reading.9 

Although reception studies are a fairly new concept within classics, it is strongly linked with 

a more established strand of classical scholarship, namely the classical tradition.10 However, the 

 
4 Similar ideas were presented by Martindale in a 1991 article also called ‘Redeeming the Text’ (cf. Charles Martindale, 
Redeeming the Text (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1993), xvii). However, as the book is by far the most cited 
of the two, I have chosen to use that. 
5 Cf. Hans Robert Jauß’ term ‘Rezeptionsästhetik’, introduced in his inaugural lecture Was heißt und zu welchem Ende 
studiert man Literaturgeschichte? at the University of Konstanz in 1967. 
6 Martindale, Redeeming the Text, 3. 
7 Ibid., 5. 
8 Ibid.,7. 
9 Ibid., 16f. 
10 See e.g. Gilbert Highet’s The Classical Tradition: Greek and Roman Influences on Western Literature. 
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exact difference between the two approaches is disputed. Martindale himself has argued that 

‘tradition’ describes a passive transmission, whereas ‘reception’ underlines that the process is rather 

an active dialogue between past and present.11 Another scholar who prefers ‘reception’ to ‘tradition’ 

is Lorna Hardwick, who believes that the latter implies that classical works have set meanings which 

can be retrieved by posterity.12 A more nuanced view has been offered by Felix Budelmann and 

Johannes Haubold, who suggest that ‘tradition’ has its advantages, and should therefore be used in 

combination with ‘reception’.13 However, to some extent they also agree with the critics of 

‘tradition’, citing that the term is often used for self-justification and -interest in a blameworthy 

manner by e.g. the Italian fascists.14 

In addition to this debate regarding reception/tradition, opinions vary amongst scholars 

regarding how classical reception studies should be practised, as is mentioned above and highlighted 

by Hardwick and Christopher Stray in their introduction to A Companion to Classical Receptions.15 

Hardwick herself, for example, has focused on the practical uses of reception by showing how 

different aspects of antiquity, such as its history and culture, have been ‘appropriated’16 in the 

following centuries.17 Whereas Martindale’s research can be linked to the more theoretic study of 

literary criticism. 

In other words, classical reception studies encompass both theoretical discussions and 

concrete case studies. My research is part of an ever-growing body of scholarship within classical 

reception studies focusing on classical reception in the arts, mainly the reception of myths and 

mythical characters. 

The research into classical reception in the visual arts has been extensive, especially the 

reception of myths and mythical figures. Such studies range from catalogues with works of art 

depicting various scenes from antiquity, such as Flying Too Close to the Sun: Myths in Art from 

Classical to Contemporary by Diane Fortenberry and Rebecca Morrill, to analyses of how antiquity 

has been transformed in the visual arts. The latter can be wide-ranging, like Karl Kilinski’s Greek 

Myth and Western Art: The Presence of the Past, or more focused on e.g. a particular time period, 

 
11 Charles Martindale, ‘Reception’ in A Companion to the Classical Tradition, ed. Craig W. Kallendorf (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2007), 298. 
12 Lorna Hardwick, Reception Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 3. 
13 Felix Budelmann and Johannes Haubold, ‘Reception and Tradition’, in A Companion to Classical Receptions, ed. 
Lorna Hardwick and Christopher Stray, Blackwell Companions to the Ancient World (Malden, MA; Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2008), 13f. 
14 Ibid., 24. 
15 Lorna Hardwick and Christopher Stray, introduction to A Companion to Classical Receptions, ed. Lorna Hardwick and 
Christopher Stray, Blackwell Companions to the Ancient World (Malden, MA; Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), 2ff. 
16 For Hardwick’s definition of this term, see Hardwick, Reception Studies, 9.  
17 E.g. ibid. and ‘Remodelling Receptions: Greek drama as Diaspora in Performance’ in Classics and the Uses of 
Reception, eds. Charles Martindale and Richard F. Thomas (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 204-15. 
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like Contemporary Art and Classical Myth, edited by Isabelle Wallace and Jennnie Hirsh, or Luba 

Freedman’s The Revival of the Olympian Gods in Renaissance Art.  

Furthermore, research has also been done on the reception of myths and mythological figures 

as told by particular authors, such as Homer, Hesiod, Virgil and Ovid, for example The Quest for 

Ulysses, by W.B. Stanford and J.V. Luce, ‘Hesiod and the Visual Arts’ by H. A. Shapiro in The 

Oxford Handbook of Hesiod,18 edited by Alexander C. Loney and Stephen Scully, ‘Virgil in Art’ by 

M. J. H. Liversidge in The Cambridge Companion to Virgil, edited by Martindale, and ‘Ovid's 

Metamorphoses and the History of Baroque Art’ and ‘Alter‐Ovid – Contemporary Art on the 

Hyphen’, by Paul Barolsky and Jill H. Casid respectively, both from A Handbook to the Reception of 

Ovid, edited by John F. Miller and Carole E. Newlands. 

As in the visual arts, we find that classical reception in the dramatic arts has received much 

scholarly attention. Antiquity’s influence on Shakespeare alone has been researched in several books, 

such as Shakespeare and the Classics, Shakespeare and Classical Antiquity and How the Classics 

Made Shakespeare, edited by Martindale and A. B. Taylor, Colin Burrow, and Jonathan Bate, 

respectively. On a more theoretical level we find for example, as the name suggests, Edith Hall’s 

article ‘Towards a Theory of Performance Reception’, which deals with some of the “issues facing 

the classicist who wants to study the ways in which ancient Greece and Rome have been “received” 

in performed media”.19 However, as this article mainly focuses on the actual performance of a 

dramatic work, it will not be of much relevance for this thesis, which will analyse the work as it is 

presented in the text and sheet music, not in one specific performance.20 Hall’s further contributions 

to both classical reception on stage as well as the reception of classical drama, include such books as 

Greek Tragedy and the British Theatre, 1660-1914, Adventures with Iphigenia in Tauris: a Cultural 

History of Euripides' Black Sea Tragedy and Medea in Performance 1500-2000, the latter edited by 

Hall, Fiona M. Macintosh, and Oliver Taplin. 

Moving from the stage to the screen, the use of antiquity in films and television has also been 

a popular field of research. One example of this is A Companion to Ancient Greece and Rome on 

Screen, edited by Arthur J. Pomeroy, which includes chapters focusing on e.g. specific time periods, 

characters, and genres.21 One of the contributors to this volume, Maria Wyke, has written further on 

 
18 Although this article focuses on the reception of Hesiod in ancient Greek art. 
19 Edith Hall, ‘Towards a Theory of Performance Reception.’ Arion: A Journal of Humanities and the Classics 12, no. 1 
(2004): 51. 
20 This is also true of Simon Goldhill, ‘Cultural History and Aesthetics: Why Kant Is No Place to Start Reception 
Studies’, in Theorising Performance: Greek Drama, Cultural History and Critical Practice, ed. Edith Hall and Stephe 
Harrop (London: Bristol Classical Press, 2010), 71–84. 
21 Such as ‘The Creation of the Epic: Italian Silent Film to 1915’ by Irmbert Schenk, ‘Man to Man: Music and Masculine 
Relations in Ben-Hur (1925 and 1959)’ by Stephan Prock, and ‘Greece and Rome on the Comic Screen’ by Lisa 
Maurice. 



 5 

the subject, most prominently Projecting the Past: Ancient Rome, Cinema, and History and, to a 

lesser extent, The Roman Mistress: Ancient and Modern Representations. Whereas both of these 

books deal with the reception of Roman culture, examples of books which focus on the reception of 

Greek culture include Greek Tragedy on Screen by Pantelis Michelakis and Konstantinos P. 

Nikoloutsos’ Ancient Greek Women in Film, the latter concerned with women from both history and 

myth. A more general overview of the reception of Greek myth in film can be found in Martin M. 

Winkler’s ‘Greek Myth on the Screen’ in The Cambridge Companion to Greek Mythology. 

The research into the reception of antiquity in classical music is not as extensive as in the 

other art forms mentioned above. However, there are some books and articles which deal with the 

subject. 

An often-referenced work concerning classical reception in music is Ancient Rome in Early 

Opera by Robert Ketterer. Here Ketterer observes how characters and events from Roman history, 

more specifically late Republican and early Imperial, are portrayed in librettos of operas from the 

17th and 18th century, focusing on how the operas incorporate philosophical and literary thoughts and 

ideas from antiquity, rather than how they have been transformed from the ancient source material. 

The reader is also provided with the historical context of both the source material and the operas 

themselves.  

Gesine Manuwald’s Nero in Opera: Librettos as Transformations of Ancient Sources is also 

focused on the reception of Roman Imperial history, but Manuwald’s scope is more limited, as the 

librettos in her book are all, to a varying degree, inspired by Pseudo-Seneca’s tragedy Octavia. By 

focusing on operas from different periods all based on the same source material, Manuwald here 

shows the different treatments and transformations of more or less the same story throughout the 

centuries. 

As with Manuwald’s book, Opera from the Greek: Studies in the Poetics of Appropriation by 

Michael Ewans is focused on the reception of ancient tragedy. However, as is evident from the title, 

Ewans is concerned with Greek literature, rather than Latin, and his research includes the Homeric 

epics in addition to tragedy. As the author himself describes it, the book consists of comparative 

analyses of “significant divergences between the plot, character and dramatic strategy between the 

source text, libretto and opera, with reference to the values and belief structures of the original 

Athenian writers and audiences and of their modern counterparts”.22 

Compared to the books listed above, Marianne McDonald’s Sing Sorrow: Classics, History, 

and Heroines in Opera has a rather wide focus, both regarding the musical works, which spans over 

 
22 Michael Ewans, Opera from the Greek: Studies in the Poetics of Appropriation (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 5. 
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three centuries, from the mid-17th century to the 1990s, and the classical works by which they were 

inspired, which are both Greek and Roman, tragic and epic. There is a common thread, however, 

namely that all the operas, as the title suggests, include a strong female character. In addition to their 

portrayal of women, McDonald focuses on the historical context of the musical works and how this 

has affected the adaptations. 

In addition to these books, there are some articles which deal with similar topics, such as Jon 

Solomon’s ‘The influence of Ovid in Opera’ in A Handbook to the Reception of Ovid, which gives a 

more general survey of various operas from the 17th to the 20th century which were based on stories 

from the Metamorphoses and, to a lesser extent, other works by Ovid. The focus of this article is 

mainly on the historical and cultural context of the musical works, rather than the original texts, and 

it does not include a thorough analysis of any of the librettos. 

Another article which gives a broader overview of classically inspired opera is ‘Orfeus og 

skyggene: antikken på operascenen’ [Orpheus and the Shadows: Antiquity on the Operatic Stage]23 

by Erling Sandmo from Antikken i ettertiden [Antiquity in Posterity]. Like Solomon, Sandmo shows 

the cultural background of the compositions, and does not include extensive comparative analyses of 

the differences between the ancient source material and their adaptation(s). 

In my thesis I intend to combine different elements from previous classical reception studies, 

both in the arts in general and music in particular, as well as add some aspects which I have not been 

able to find elsewhere. Like Ketterer, McDonald, Solomon and Sandmo, I am interested in the 

context of the musical composition and how this might have influenced the transformations made, 

and as Manuwald and Ewans I shall include a comparative analysis of the ancient source material 

and the post-classical musical work.  

Regarding reception studies which focus on other art forms, I intend to do as in Medea in 

Performance, namely, to focus on one mythological female character and her reception. Although, 

unlike this book, my analysis will not only focus on the character as she is portrayed in one narrative. 

Rather, as Kilinski does in each chapter in part four of his book, I intend to trace the chain of 

receptions in several art forms of one myth throughout several centuries.  

As is evident from what I have written above, the focus of previous classical reception studies 

in music has been on the reception of ancient history or literature, mainly epics and tragedies and 

mainly only one or two literary works. Although the ancient source material which I will analyse 

includes epic literature, I also intend to examine prose. In addition, unlike in other art forms, the 

reception of Ovid in music has been largely ignored previously, despite his strong influence on 

 
23 Unless explicitly stated, all translations in this thesis are my own. 
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operas. Furthermore, unlike the aforementioned research in classical reception in music, I will also, 

as stated initially, sharpen our understanding of Congreve’s characterisation of Semele by comparing 

it to those of the preceding works in the myth’s chain of receptions. It is also important to note that 

all the aforementioned research on reception in classical music focus on opera, which means that 

Semele and other dramatic oratorios24 have been largely ignored. In addition, I believe that my thesis 

will stand out from previous research because, although my analysis will be mainly focused on the 

libretto, I will also examine the music itself (see section 1.4 below).  

Having placed my thesis in the context of classical reception studies, I will now explain in 

more detail the terms I will use for my analysis. 

 

1.2 Reception and Transformation 
As shown above, there is a debate surrounding which terms are best suited to describe the 

phenomenon of the presence of antiquity in posterity. I believe that for the purposes of my thesis, 

‘reception’, by which I mean ‘the interpretation and/or use of elements from ancient culture, such as 

a literary work or historical figure’, is the most fitting and neutral term to describe the use of the 

myth of Semele in the oratorio, implying neither a passive continuation, as has been the criticism of 

‘tradition’, nor a deliberate, and possibly politicised, annexation, which can arguably be conferred 

from terms like ‘appropriation’.  

However, while I believe ‘reception’ can be used to describe accurately the general 

phenomenon of antiquity’s presence in the post-classical world, when discussing specifically how 

the characterisation of Semele has been changed in the oratorio I will use the term ‘transformation’, 

as defined by Lutz Bergemann, Martin Dönike, Albert Schirrmeister, Georg Toepfer, Marco Walter, 

and Julia Weitbrecht: “complex processes of change that occur between a sphere of reference and a 

sphere of reception”.25 The ‘sphere of reference’ and ‘sphere of reception’ are explained thus: “The 

classical past stands as a reference sphere, from which various agents select, adopt, or otherwise 

incorporate various aspects into the reception sphere”.26 According to these scholars, transformations 

can be divided into categories, depending on how the ancient material is changed.27 My thesis will 

therefore include a discussion on to which category (or categories) Semele belongs. 

 
24 The differences between the two art forms are treated in chapter 4. 
25 Lutz Bergemann et al., ‘Transformation: A Concept for the Study of Cultural Change’, in Beyond Reception, 
Renaissance Humanism and the Transformation of Classical Antiquity, ed. Patrick Baker, Johannes Helmrath, and Craig 
Kallendorf, trans. Patrick Baker (Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter, 2019), 9. 
26 Patrick Baker, Johannes Helmrath, and Craig Kallendorf, introduction to Beyond Reception, Renaissance Humanism 
and the Transformation of Classical Antiquity, ed. Patrick Baker, Johannes Helmrath, and Craig Kallendorf (Berlin; 
Boston: De Gruyter, 2019), 4. 
27 Bergemann et al., ‘Transformation: A Concept for the Study of Cultural Change’, 16ff. 
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Although my main focus will be on the differences between the character in the 

Metamorphoses and the character in the oratorio, it would also be interesting to see whether some 

connections can be drawn between the oratorio’s characterisation and those in previous post-classical 

works. Having said that, I also agree with Budelmann and Haubold when they point out that 

‘influence-spotting’ is fundamentally impossible,28 and with Simon Goldhill, who notes that authors 

are affected by innumerous works in addition to the classical.29  

In other words, even though I shall place Semele in a wider context, I do not mean to imply 

that the previous characterisations and interpretations of Semele are the only possible sources of 

inspiration, nor that it is feasible to state with any certainty which, if any, of the previous 

characterisation the creators of the oratorio were aware of. However, I believe that the chain of 

receptions can nevertheless be used to see the oratorio in a sharper light because it will show how its 

characterisation of Semele aligns with and differs from previous interpretations. 

 

1.3 Characters and Characterisation 
For the textual analyses in this thesis I intend to use tools provided by narratology, as it has defined 

concepts which are useful for the analysis of characterisation. Furthermore, I would argue that 

although the name suggests that narratology is limited to the study of narrative texts, several of the 

narratological terms presented here can also be used to analyse non-narrative texts, such as 

mythographies. This will be explained further below. 

As Irene de Jong pointed out in Narratology and Classics, it is important to distinguish the 

narrator from the author, as the former is fiction, whereas the latter exists, or has at one point existed, 

in the real world. In other words, I define the ‘narrator’ as a ‘creation of the author which recounts a 

series of events’.30 However, there are different types of narrators, according to De Jong. Firstly, a 

narrator can be categorised as either ‘internal’ or ‘external’, depending on whether they take part in 

the events which they recount.31 Furthermore, if a work has more than one narrator, these can be 

divided into ‘primary’, i.e. the main narrator, and ‘secondary’, ‘tertiary’ etc., to which the narration is 

handed.32  

The analysis of characterisation also includes a number of terms which will come of use in 

the following chapters. Regarding ‘character’ itself, I believe that The Living Handbook of 

Narratology contains a definition which is well-suited for the purpose of this thesis, namely “a text- 

 
28 Budelmann and Haubold, ‘Reception and Tradition’, 16f. 
29 Goldhill, ‘Cultural History and Aesthetics’, 62. 
30 Cf. Irene J. F. de Jong, Narratology and Classics: A Practical Guide (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 17. 
31 Cf. ibid., 19ff. 
32 Cf. ibid. 
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or media-based figure in a storyworld, usually human or human-like”.33 In the same handbook, 

‘characterisation’ is defined as the “ascribing of a property to a character”.34 The nature of such a 

property can be highly varied, as noted by Koen De Temmerman and Evert van Emde Boas: “not 

only psychological and social traits, but also details about outwards appearance and physiology, 

habitual actions, circumstances and relationships”.35 For the analysis of non-narrative texts, I will use 

‘characterisation’ in a somewhat wider sense. Or rather, I will show how a character is characterised 

as the result of an interpretation. For example, if a character is interpreted as the symbol of virginity, 

they are characterised as virginal.  

 The techniques of characterisation, i.e. by which methods properties are ascribed, are 

conventionally divided into ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’. As can be inferred by their names, direct 

characterisation is explicit and overt, whereas indirect is more subtle and implied. For example, 

whereas a direct characterisation can be the narrator or a character stating that another character is 

sad, indirect characterisation could be to describe the character as crying. In other words, when a 

character speaks or acts, he or she is also indirectly characterised, as certain traits can, to some 

extent, be inferred from this.36  

Characterisation is also often divided into ‘auto-characterisation’ and ‘altero-

characterisation’, depending on whether the properties are ascribed to a character by him-/herself or 

by another character.37 The differences between the two in terms of their reliability (see definition of 

‘unreliability’ below) are somewhat blurred. As pointed out in Characters in Fictional Worlds, 

altero-characterisation can be influenced by the agent’s own subjectivity and motivations,38 but this 

does not mean that all altero-characterisation should be disregarded.39 Reversely, auto-

characterisation should not automatically be regarded as reliable, as a character can be ascribed with 

an ulterior motive for characterising him-/herself in a particular way. It is also worth noting that an 

altero-characterisation can function as an indirect auto-characterisation, as one character might reveal 

some of their own traits in the description of others.40 

 
33 Jannidis, ‘Character’, The Living Handbook of Narratology. 
34 Ibid., 3.5. 
35 Koen De Temmerman and Evert van Emde Boas, introduction to Characterization in Ancient Greek Literature, ed. 
Koen De Temmerman and Evert van Emde Boas, vol. 411, Mnemosyne (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2018), 2f. 
36 For a more extensive discussion on the differences between direct and indirect characterisation, see Jens Eder, Fotis 
Jannidis, and Ralf Schneider, introduction to Characters in Fictional Worlds: Understanding Imaginary Beings in 
Literature, Film, and Other Media, ed. Jens Eder, Fotis Jannidis, and Ralf Schneider, Revisionen 3 (Berlin; New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 32f. 
37 Koen De Temmerman and Evert van Emde Boas, preface to Characterization in Ancient Greek Literature, ed. Koen 
De Temmerman and Evert van Emde Boas, vol. 411, Mnemosyne (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2018), xii. 
38 Or rather, by the subjectivity and motivation with which the agent is ascribed by the author. 
39 Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider, introduction, 33. 
40 Cf. ibid. 
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Moving from types of characterisation to types of characters, as De Temmerman has done in 

his Crafting Characters, the latter can be categorised according to how they are portrayed. One can, 

for example, differentiate between ‘typified’ and ‘individuated’ characters, where the former are 

“conforming to pre-existing or familiar (...) character types”.41 However, one can also take into 

account a character’s progression throughout the narrative, where a ‘dynamic character’ changes “on 

one or more levels, either suddenly as a character shift or gradually as an evolution”,42 whereas the 

opposite is a ‘static character’. 

The final type of character the definition of which will prove relevant to my own analysis, is 

the so-called ‘transtextual character’, i.e. a character which appears in more than one narrative,43 like 

for example Semele. Usually, a transtextual character will be ascribed a variety of traits across these 

narratives. To deal with this issue, Sarah Iles Johnston uses the notion of a ‘maximal’ character, 

which is a theoretical figure not manifested in any actual narrative, but rather the sum of all “the 

properties that any instantiation of the character ever exhibits”.44 This entails that the maximal 

character can possess traits which are mutually exclusive, such as having both dark and blond hair, to 

use one of Johnston’s examples when referring to some of the portrayals of James Bond on screen.45 

In contrast to the maximal character, the ‘submaximal’ character is manifested in a narrative and has 

therefore been ascribed with only some of the properties of the maximal character. It is of course also 

possible for a submaximal character to be ascribed contradicting traits, for example if the narrative in 

question has multiple narrators, but rarely to the same extent as the maximal character. 

Lastly, there is one more term that needs to be defined, namely ‘unreliability’. This is usually 

used as the more specific ‘unreliable narrator’, whereby the narrator, through either malice, 

ignorance, or insanity, is shown to misrepresent events or characters from the same narrative.46 In 

some instances, the extent of unreliability can be a matter of interpretation. For example, H. G. 

Wells’ (1866-1946) classic sci-fi novel The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896) has a primary internal 

narrator, Edward Prendick, whose written recount of his visit to the island constitutes the entire 

narrative. However, the book opens with an introduction by a secondary narrator, namely Prendick’s 

nephew, who draws into question his uncle’s sanity. The reader can therefore choose whether to 

believe Prendick’s story about Moreau and his experiments or dismiss them as the imaginings of a 

madman. One example of a narrator whose unreliability is beyond doubt, on the other hand, can be 

 
41 Koen De Temmerman, Crafting Characters: Heroes and Heroines in the Ancient Greek Novel (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 9 
42 Ibid., 18. 
43 Cf. De Temmerman and Van Emde Boas, preface to Characterization in Ancient Greek Literature, xvi. 
44 Johnston, The Story of Myth, 150. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Cf. Fotis Jannidis, ‘Unreliability’, The Living Handbook of Narratology, 2012. 
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found in Jernvognen [The Iron Chariot], the Norwegian crime novel by Sven Elvestad (1884-1934), 

published in 1909 under his more famous nom de plume Stein Riverton, where the narrator is 

revealed to be the murderer.47 

As stated above, ‘unreliability’ is mainly used in scholarship to describe narrators. 48 

However, in this thesis I also intend to use the term ‘unreliability’ when describing some 

characterisations not made by a narrator. Given that a fictional character does not, by definition, have 

any ‘real’ characteristics, one can of course draw into question how some descriptions can be 

reliable, in other words ‘true’, and others not. However, I nevertheless believe that ‘unreliability’ can 

be used in certain circumstances to describe a characterisation which should be regarded as invalid 

within the parameters set by the narrative, just like the narration of an unreliable narrator.  

For example, if character A has been consistently described, either directly or indirectly, by 

characters B, C, and D in a similar manner, these descriptions would appear to be reliable. By 

extension, if character E’s characterisation of character A differs greatly from those by B, C, and D, 

then E’s characterisation might be considered unreliable, provided there are no other circumstances 

in the narrative which could point to the opposite. If e.g. characters B, C, and, D have all been shown 

elsewhere in the narrative to be notorious liars, whereas character E’s characterisation of A 

corresponds better with character A’s actions overall, i.e. character A’s indirect auto-

characterisation, readers would most likely tend to interpret the characterisation by B, C, and D as 

unreliable. As this example shows, like the unreliability of a narrator, it can sometimes be debatable 

to what extent, if at all, a characterisation should or could be deemed unreliable. 

A characterisation could also be regarded as unreliable if a character’s actions or statements 

are shown to have been influenced by someone or something else. For example, if character A acts in 

a certain manner because they have been advised to do so by character B, or because character B has 

cast a spell on character A, the indirect auto-characterisation of character A which is the result of 

their action is not necessarily reliable. 

Moving from how I will analyse texts, which will be relevant throughout this thesis, we now 

come to my approach for analysing music, which will only be used for Handel’s Semele. 

 

1.4 Musical Rhetoric 
As mentioned above, although the main focus of my analysis of the oratorio will be on the libretto, I 

also intend to examine the musical composition were this is relevant for the characterisation of 

 
47 As in Agatha Christie’s (1890-1976) The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, published 17 years after Jernvognen. 
48 But not always, cf. Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider, introduction, 33. 
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Semele. More concretely, I intend to show how the music might add to the characterisation of 

Semele with the help of musical rhetoric.  

The method of composing music according to the principles of classical rhetoric was widely 

used in the Baroque era,49 with contemporary scholars describing “compositional devices which 

deviated from the ordinary or regular manner of musical expression with terminology either 

borrowed from the discipline of rhetoric or formulated to emulate such terminology”.50 More specific 

for rhetoric in music, however, are the principles of Affektenlehre (‘the doctrine of affects’). 

Affektenlehre was, broadly speaking, a theory which stated that music can be used to present and 

induce certain emotions by for example the use of a specific chord or key.  

Musical rhetoric in general, and Affektenlehre in particular, are relevant for the purposes of 

analysing the oratorio’s characterisation because they show which emotions the music is meant to 

portray. For example, an aria written in a key which was associated with anger can be an indirect 

characterisation of the character performing it. In addition to the terms associated with musical 

rhetoric, my analysis of Handel’s Semele will also include some additional musicological 

expressions. These will all be defined ad loc. 

This concludes my introduction, and I will now start my analysis of Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

and the other classical works which portray Semele.  

 
49 While the knowledge of musical rhetoric is still useful today, for e.g. analysing and performing Baroque music, it has 
not been widely used by composers since the early 19th century, cf. Judy Tarling, The Weapons of Rhetoric: A Guide for 
Musicians and Audiences (St. Albans: Corda Music, 2005), i. 
50 Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica: Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music (Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1997), ix. 
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2. THE ANCIENT SOURCE MATERIAL 
As was established in the introduction, the main classical source used by Congreve when he wrote 

the libretto for Semele was Ovid’s Metamorphoses and it will therefore be the main focus of this 

chapter. In doing so I will acquire a better insight into how the epic characterises Semele, thereby 

being able to compare it more accurately to the oratorio’s portrayal. 

I also intend to analyse the other classical texts which characterise Semele, in order to 

establish her maximal character in ancient literature. This will allow me to examine whether any 

other ancient works were used by Congreve in addition to the Metamorphoses, which in turn could 

help to explain why Semele differs from the Ovidian rendition of the myth. 

One could argue that it is therefore only necessary to treat those works which are most likely 

to have been read by Congreve, to the extent this is possible to establish. However, even though he 

might not have read certain classical works, he may have read works written by authors who had. Or 

works written by authors who had read works written by authors who had read the classical works. 

And so on. Therefore, Congreve’s libretto might have been influenced indirectly by ancient literature 

unbeknownst to him.51 

As a result, my aim in this chapter is to see how Semele is characterised in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses in particular and also to ascertain the sum of characterisations of Semele as it 

emerges from the ancient sources, i.e. her ancient maximal character. More specifically, I will 

examine how the various characterisations, either within the same text or across different works, 

deviate from one another to show the full spectre of portrayals. 

Because of this, I will exclude from my analysis those texts which I believe are irrelevant to 

my thesis, either because they only mention Semele in passing, thereby not providing any actual 

characterisation, e.g. Propertius, or because their characterisations of Semele do not add to her 

maximal character, such as Pseudo-Apollodorus or Euripides’ The Bacchae.52  

As I will not only exclude several ancient works from my analysis but also treat Ovid 

separately from the other classical authors, it becomes difficult to ascertain with any certainty 

whether the characterisation of Semele develops diachronically, or if one can see a clear distinction 

between the Greek and Roman sources. Therefore, while the works below, excluding those by Ovid, 

are treated chronologically and, coincidentally, the Greek texts are separated from the Latin, this will 

not be a part of my analysis. 

 
51 Cf. Charles Martindale and Richard F. Thomas, introduction to Classics and the Uses of Reception, ed. Charles 
Martindale and Richard F. Thomas (Malden, MA; Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), 4: “The complex chain of receptions 
has the effect that a work can operate across history obliquely in unexpected ways.”  
52 For a limited overview of classical works which reference Semele, see Brill’s New Pauly s.v. ‘Semele’. 



 14 

2.1 Ovid 
The story of Semele as it is presented in Ovid’s Metamorphoses is relatively short (book III, verses 

253-315), and is in part told through Juno, who functions as an internal secondary narrator at the 

beginning of the narrative. Here, the goddess complains to herself about Jupiter’s latest love interest 

Semele, in particular her pregnancy, and plots her revenge (vv. 253-272).  

The rest of the story is told by the external primary narrator, and here we are told how Juno, 

disguised as Semele’s nurse Beroe, tricks Semele into doubting her lover’s divinity and true identity 

by claiming that many have taken a divine name in order to enter chaste bedchambers. Semele then 

makes Jupiter swear by a sacred oath to grant her any wish. And, as per ‘Beroe’s’ instructions, 

Semele ask her lover to reveal himself in all his glory, as he does when he is with Juno (273-286).  

This causes the unwilling Jupiter, bound by his solemn promise, to kill his mistress, even 

though he tries to lessen his might, as Semele, a mere mortal, is not able to behold such powerful 

splendour. Her foetus, however, is saved and, supposedly, sowed into Jupiter’s thigh until it can be 

brought to term. The child, Bacchus, is then given to and raised by Ino, Semele’s sister, and then the 

Nysiads (287-315).  

The direct characterisation of Semele’s submaximal character in this narrative is not 

particularly extensive and is predominantly provided Juno, who, given that she is the wife of 

Semele’s lover, can arguably be regarded as an unreliable narrator. From the very beginning of her 

speech, Juno, as one might guess, portrays Semele and her affair in an unflattering light. The 

relationship she calls a furto (‘stolen love’, 266) and a crimina (‘crime’, 268), as well as a thalami 

(…) iniuria nostri (‘insult to [her] bed chamber’, 267). Semele herself, she claims, wishes to become 

a mother of Jupiter’s child (269-270). Juno also believes that her husband’s mistress has great 

confidence in her own beauty, which the goddess will use to trick her (270-271).  

The remaining verses, told, as aforementioned, by the primary narrator, paint a different 

image of Semele, both by how she acts and how she is described. Not only is she at one point 

directly characterised as ignaram (‘unknowing’, 287), this point is underlined by the ease with which 

she is fooled and manipulated by Juno. The narrator shows Semele’s ignorance even further when 

describing how she, ironically, rejoices in what is to become her misfortune (292), namely that 

Jupiter agrees to grant her whatever she desires. The final characterisation of Semele in this story, 

which she shares with every other mortal, is her relative weakness and inability to face true force of 

divinity (308-9). 
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There are, therefore, two rather conflicting characterisations of Semele in this story, 

depending on the narrator.53 According to Juno, Semele is a seductress who has stolen Juno’s 

husband, thereby offending the goddess and threatening her authority (263-65). Furthermore, Juno 

claims that Semele is driven not by love or erotic desire, but rather ambition, as she wishes to be the 

mother of a demigod.  

Turning to the characterisation by the primary narrator, we find a Semele who comes across 

as more credulous and innocent rather than cunning. In addition to the descriptions mentioned above, 

the conversation between Semele and the disguised Juno shows this as well. For example, the image 

of Semele receiving advice on how to discern dishonest seducers, regardless of their validity, 

illustrates the former’s youth and/or lack of experience.  

Furthermore, if one believes that Juno lied when claiming that mortals frequently feign 

divinity to seduce with more ease, one might assert that Semele here is portrayed as rather naive to 

believe such a claim immediately. On the other hand, one could argue that, on the basis of the 

internal logic of this narrative, the character has no reason to suspect that Beroe would lie, or that she 

is someone else in disguise. However, for the sake of argument one could say that if Semele is 

described as being willing to believe that the gods walk among humans, then a certain level of 

caution in any interaction with others might be in order anyway. 

Another way of interpreting the interaction between Semele and ‘Beroe’ is to assume that 

Juno here tells the truth, and that it is indeed common behaviour in this Ovidian universe to claim to 

be immortal in order to gain sexual favours. If that is the case, then Semele was arguably 

characterised as gullible when she believed Jupiter in the first place, or at least, as discussed above, 

inexperienced. In other words, no matter how one reads this dialogue, Semele comes across as 

somewhat naive in one way or another. 

There is one other Ovidian text which mentions Semele, although not anywhere near as 

detailed, namely the Fasti. Here she is referenced briefly in book III and book VI. In the former the 

narrator simply notes that had Semele not been killed by Jupiter’s lightning, Bacchus would have 

been born unharmed and Jupiter’s body would not have needed to replace the mother’s (715-718). In 

book VI Semele is referred to as a paelex (‘rival’, or even ‘concubine’), a word also used to describe 

her in book IV, verse 422 of the Metamorphoses. Both times this characterisation is clearly 

focalised54 through Juno and fits well with her portrayal of Semele in Met. III. In other words, as 

mentioned previously, the majority of the direct characterisation of Semele in Ovid’s works is given 

 
53 This observation is, to my knowledge, not made in any previous Ovidian scholarship. 
54 I.e. seen from Juno’s perspective, cf. De Jong, Narratology & Classics, 47ff. 
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by the goddess. Furthermore, the characterisation of Semele in the Fasti and book IV of the 

Metamorphoses agrees with the characterisation in book III. 

In summary, we see that while the characterisation of Semele in the Metamorphoses is far 

from extensive, a closer analysis reveals that she is nevertheless attributed with at least some traits. 

She is described by the two narrators as respectively vain and ambitious and ignorant and naive. As 

we now move on to the other ancient texts which characterise her it remains to be seen whether these 

traits are ascribed to her elsewhere as well. 

 

2.2 Zeus’ Rival 
Moving backwards in time and from Latin to Greek literature, we find another highly influential epic 

writer whose works reference Semele, namely Hesiod. Semele is briefly mentioned in his probably 

most famous work, the Theogony, were we are told that after her death, she became immortal 

together with her son Dionysus (940-42). However, I here wish to focus on the myth presented in the 

more obscure Catalogue of Women.55 Or rather, the myth which scholars have managed to 

reconstruct, based on the fragments and later texts which cite this work as a source.56 In this story, 

Semele was originally the object of Actaeon’s desire, but Zeus wanted her for himself, and decided 

to dispose of his rival. Therefore, as in other versions of this story, most notably Met. III. 138-252, 

Actaeon was turned into a deer and hunted down by his own dogs, albeit not by Diana, as in e.g. 

Ovid’s narrative. Neither the Metamorphoses nor any of the other works treated in this chapter 

include any allusions to the story of Semele and Actaeon.  

It is difficult to extract any concrete characterisation of Semele from this story, although one 

could argue that it is contrary to the portrayal of the primary narrator in the Metamorphoses of 

someone naive and inexperienced and fits well with Juno’s description of a seductive woman, as 

Semele is shown to have attracted not only one man but two. On the other hand, it is also possible 

that Actaeon could have found Semele attractive without the latter’s intention or even knowledge, 

and as we are not told to what extent the two of them interacted, she would not necessarily have 

acquired any experience from this episode. Therefore, depending on one’s interpretation, this story 

either confirms Juno’s characterisation of Semele in the Metamorphoses or coincides with that of the 

primary narrator. 

 
55 For a discussion on whether the Catalogue of Women was indeed written by the same author as the Theogony, see M. 
L. West, The Hesiodic Catalogue of Women: Its Nature, Structure, and Origins (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 125ff. 
56 Cf. e.g. Richard Hunter, ‘The Hesiodic Catalogue and Hellenistic Poetry’ in The Hesiodic Catalogue of Women: 
Constructions and Reconstructions, ed. Richard Hunter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 258 and 
Martina Hirschberger, Gynaikōn Katalogos und Megalai Ēhoiai: ein Kommentar zu den Fragmenten zweier 
hesiodeischer Epen (Munich: K. G. Saur, 2004), 395. 



 17 

2.3 The Many Myths of Semele 
The final Greek work I wish to treat here is Diodorus Siculus’ Bibliotheca Historica, which provides 

numerous, often contradicting, myths pertaining to Semele. Her name occurs several times (I. 23. 2-

7; III. 62. 9-10, 64. 3-5, 66. 3, 74. 1 and 6; IV. 2. 1-3, 4. 2, 25. 4; V. 52. 1-2), albeit often as a mere 

passing reference to her as the mother of Dionysus. However, on two of these occasions (III. 64 and 

IV. 2) we are provided with longer narratives which are broadly similar to the stories in most of the 

previously discussed texts, i.e. that Semele, Zeus’ mistress, is, at her own insistence, consumed by 

the god’s lightning as he reveals himself in all his divine splendour.  

In both of these cases there are several details which either elaborate or differ from the stories 

treated above. For example, in book III we are told that the disguised Hera is able to trick her rival 

not by sowing doubt regarding her lover’s true nature, as in the Metamorphoses, but rather by 

suggesting that Semele should be shown the same honour by Zeus as his wife, which arguably 

characterises Semele as rather vain or hubristic, as it portrays her as believing herself worthy of the 

same honour as a goddess. Semele does tell Jupiter to reveal himself to her as he does with Juno in 

the Metamorphoses as well, and in the latter, this is also suggested by the goddess herself. However, 

the Ovidian epic does not indicate that Semele asks for this because it would bestow any honour 

upon her. 

In book IV we are given yet another reason for why Semele asked her lover to show himself 

to her as he does to Hera. Here, Semele, without any interference from her lover’s wife, doubts Zeus’ 

affection for her because of his stealthy lovemaking and therefore wishes to be treated like his wife.57 

Coincidentally, in this version, Zeus does not keep the foetus in his thigh until it can be brought to 

term but gives it to Hermes, who in turn hands the baby over to the Nysiads.  

One could argue that this story portrays Semele as not necessarily gullible or narcissistic but 

rather more insecure, or at least in need of validation. This is not a trait which has been attributed to 

her character in the previously discussed works and is in stark contrast to Juno’s aforementioned 

claim in the Metamorphoses that Semele is very confident in her appearance (III. 270). 

An aspect of Semele’s character which does coincide with an aforementioned text, is her 

posthumous divinity. In IV. 25 we are told that Dionysus, not dissimilarly to Orpheus, descended 

into Hades and, having brought his mother back from the dead, granted her immortality and gave her 

the name Thyonê.  

The possibly most striking characterisation of Semele in this text, however, is provided in 

book I. Here we are told that Semele became pregnant as a result of being raped by an unknown 

 
57 Yet a further reason for Semele’s death can be found in V. 52, where Zeus deliberately kills the pregnant Semele, as he 
does not want his child to be born by a mere mortal. 
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man, and seven months later she gave birth to a child whose features resembled those usually 

attributed to Osiris. Upon learning this, her father Cadmus claimed that the child was indeed the 

Egyptian god, and attributed the fatherhood to Zeus, partly in order to save his daughter’s honour. 

The identity of Semele’s child was later changed to Dionysus by Orpheus, as a way of not only 

modernising but also Hellenizing the story. In other words, in this version of the events, Semele is 

not characterised as the mistress of Zeus or the mother of Dionysus, her two defining characteristics 

in every other classical text. 

In summary, while some of the many and varied characterisations of Semele given by 

Diodorus Seculus in the Bibliotheca are not unique to this one work, her connection with Egyptian 

mythology, her desire to be equal to Hera, and her insecurity regarding Zeus’ affections do not agree 

with the portrayals in the sources treated above. 

 

2.4 Semele and Lustfulness 
We now return to works written in Latin, namely the mythography Fabulae by Hyginus, more 

specifically fabula no. 179. Here we are told that Juno gives Semele a completely different reason for 

wishing to see Jupiter in all his glory. Rather than to prove his divine identity, Juno claims that by 

asking Jupiter to come to Semele in the same way as he does to Juno, Semele will discover the true 

pleasure of sleeping with a god. In other words, this indirectly characterises Semele as being driven 

not by ambition or credulity, but rather her libido. Apart from this, the Fabulae’s version of this 

myth does not differ from the Metamorphoses’. 

The final classical text I will treat here is, like the Metamorphoses, a Latin epic, namely 

Statius’ Thebaid. The myth alluded to here coincides with that in the Ovidian work and is therefore 

not of particular interest for this thesis. However, the epic also includes a characterisation of Semele 

which should be mentioned here, namely that Semele is inproba (II. 292). As this word can be 

translated in a variety of different ways, ranging from the rather unspecific ‘bad’ or ‘strong’ to the 

more explicit ‘wicked’, ‘immoral’, and ‘shameless’, how to read this characterisation is a matter of 

interpretation.  

One interpretation of this is that the narrator deems Semele relationship with Jupiter as lewd, 

and that she is ‘indecent’ because of her desires. However, as there are no other indications for this 

view in the epic, this seems unlikely.58 Furthermore, there seems to be a consensus amongst the 

translators of the Thebaid to take inproba to mean ‘brazen’.59 In the Oxford edition, editor Kyle 

 
58 The characterisation of Semele’s desires as immoral will be treated in the subsequent chapter. 
59 E.g. Statius, Thebaid: Volume I, Books 1-7, ed. and trans. D. R. Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004) and Statius, Thebaid 2, ed. and trans. Kyle Gervais (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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Gervais even adds a note in which he states that this word is a proleptic reference to Semele’s wish 

“to ‘insolently’ desire to see Jupiter's true form”.60  

We see therefore that whereas desire is attributed to Semele in the Fabulae, it is not presented 

as shameful. In the Thebaid, on the other hand, I would argue that the opposite is true, i.e. that she is 

not characterised as lustful but that the narrator portrays her actions as blameworthy. 

 

2.5 Semele’s Maximal Character 
When we examine Semele’s maximal character in these classical sources, we find that she has been 

ascribed with several features, some of which, rather confusingly, differ greatly from one another. 

She is indirectly portrayed as attractive, as she is coveted by both Actaeon and the king of the gods, 

as well as directly described as beautiful in the Metamorphoses. Furthermore, Semele is 

characterised as both credulous and inexperienced as well as lascivious, ambitious and cunning. 

The relationship Bacchus’ mother has with the father of her child is also contradicting, as he 

is both Jupiter and an unknown rapist, whom Cadmus later claimed was the same god. Furthermore, 

her son, who is both the real and alleged Bacchus, is born by his mother,61 and from his father’s 

thigh. Semele’s death, on the other hand, is consistently caused by Jupiter’s lightning. However, her 

exposure to this is both done by the god’s own accord and is the result of Semele’s wish, which she 

makes both independently and because of jealous Juno’s trickery. We are also told that after her 

death, Semele was taken up as a goddess. 

As we have seen, although the different sources treated here contain several contradicting 

characterisations of Semele, some key features appear throughout the classical myths. Whether these 

similarities remained in the reception of this character, in the oratorio a well as the other works in the 

chain of reception, or if she is interpreted completely differently, remains to be seen. 

  

 
60 Ibid., 24. 
61 In addition to Bibliotheca Historica, this is also the case in the very brief reference to Semele in the Iliad: ἡ δὲ 
Διώνυσον Σεμέλη τέκε (Semele gave birth to Dionysus) (XIV. 325). 
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3. THE CHAIN OF RECEPTIONS 
We now come to the post-classical chain of receptions of the myth of Semele. There are practically 

innumerous sources which treat this story, either in passing or in greater detail. In addition to several 

mythographies which mention and interpret Semele, poets, painters, playwrights and composers have 

all been inspired by her story.62 As explained in the introduction, while some of the texts treated here 

are non-narrative texts, I will nevertheless use terms from narratology in my analysis. 

 The vast number of works in which Semele features also means that, because of the formal 

restrictions of a master’s thesis, I have had to exclude a number of sources. Firstly, my focus will be 

on literature and drama, including musical works, as I believe these art forms are most closely related 

to the oratorio genre and therefore the most relevant for my thesis. Secondly, as in the chapter above, 

I will not dwell on those literary works whose characterisations of Semele are similar to others. 

Furthermore, I will focus on the reception of Semele in the Latin West only. There are several 

reasons for this. Firstly, as there has been limited research on the Eastern Greek tradition, the 

exploration of this subject would require far more attention than the restrictions of a master’s thesis 

allow. Secondly, while Semele appears in several Byzantine works,63 the limited research on the 

reception of Ovid in Byzantium which has been done suggests that he was not widely read by 

Byzantine scholars,64 and as he is my main focus regarding the characterisation of Semele in 

antiquity it is therefore difficult to argue in favour of such an extensive exploration. This is 

underlined even further by the fact that it is unlikely that the characterisations of Semele in the 

Eastern tradition would have influenced the Western chain of receptions, as the two academic 

environments developed independently of one another. To quote Bernard Stolte: “That they wrote in 

Greek precluded their influence on the Latin-speaking west”.65 

 
62 As the name suggests, an overview of Semele in the arts from the late medieval period to the end of the 20th century 
can be found in Jane Davidson Reid and Chris Rohmann. The Oxford Guide to Classical Mythology in the Arts, 1300-
1990s. Vol. 2. 2 vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 987ff. 
63 E.g. the Compendium Historiarum by Georgius Cedrenus (Georgius Cedrenus, Georgius Cedrenus Ioannis Scylitzae 
Ope, ed. I. Bekker, vol. 1, 2 vols, Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae (Bonn: Weber, 1838), 42f.), the Ecloga 
chronographica by Georgius Syncellus (Georgius Syncellus, Syncellus, Georgius: Ecloga chronographica, ed. Alden A. 
Mosshammer, Teubner (Leipzig: De Gruyter, 1984), 184ff.), and Theophylactus Simocatta’s Quaestiones physicae 
(Teofilatto Simocata, Questioni Naturali, ed. L. Massa Positano, 2nd ed. (Naples: Libreria Scientifica Editrice, 1965), 
26). 
64 At least not until he is translated into Greek by Maximus Planudes (c. 1260-c. 1305) in the 13th century, cf. Elizabeth 
Fisher, ‘Ovid’s Metempsychosis: The Greek East’, in Ovid in the Middle Ages, ed. James G. Clark, Frank T. Coulson, 
and Kathryn L. McKinley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 32. 
65 Bernard Stolte, ‘Legal Thought’, in The Cambridge Intellectual History of Byzantium, ed. Anthony Kaldellis and 
Niketas Siniossoglou (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 147. (While the quote refers to legal 
texts in particular, the statement is nevertheless true of Byzantine writing in general.) 
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3.1 Semele in a Post-Classical Christian Discourse 
The first post-classical source of the characterisation of Semele I wish to treat here, is the 

Mythologiae by Fulgentius (fl. c. 480-550). As this work was written during the late 5th or early 6th 

century, one could of course argue that it should rather be categorised as belonging to antiquity, 

especially as Fulgentius’ mythography could be seen as a continuation of the writings of such 

authors as Pseudo-Apollodorus or Hyginus. However, I believe that there are several reasons why, 

for the purposes of my thesis, this text should not be grouped together with the sources treated above.  

Firstly, being a Christian, Fulgentius interpreted these myths more or less as an outsider, in 

contrast to authors such as Ovid or Hyginus.66 Secondly, unlike the classical works analysed above, 

the Mythologiae offers allegorical, and often moralising, readings of the stories it recounts. And 

lastly, as we will see, later mythographers were clearly influenced by Fulgentius’ interpretations of 

Semele, which would indicate that the opinions he expressed in this work were generally in 

agreement with the mindsets of medieval writers. 

Fulgentius’ account of Semele is found in II.12, the fabula Dionisii (‘the story of Dionysus’). 

Here we are first given a brief recount of the myth of Semele, which is more or less a summary of the 

version in the Metamorphoses. Fulgentius then offers an interpretation of what she and her three 

sisters,67 whom he refers to as bacchantes, are supposed to symbolise, namely the four stages of 

intoxication: vinolentia, rerum oblivio, libido and insania (‘intoxication from wine’, ‘forgetfulness’, 

‘lust’, and ‘madness’, respectively).  

These conclusions are drawn from both etymology and the myths in which the sisters appear. 

For example, Ino symbolises the first stage because of the similarity between her name and the 

Greek name for wine, which he, somewhat inaccurately, translates as inos (rather than οἶνος).68 The 

fact that Ino is often also portrayed as going insane, e.g. in Ov. Met. IV 519ff. and Ov. Fast. VI 

485ff., which could be an argument for her rather symbolising the final stage, he does not mention. 

Agave, on the other hand, is the symbol of madness because of her frenzied murder of her own son, 

as narrated in e.g. The Bacchae.  

Fulgentius’ argument regarding Semele is based on both etymology and her myth. He argues 

that her name comes from the word somalion,69 which he translates into Latin as corpus solutum (‘a 

 
66 I do not here mean to imply, of course, that these classical authors necessarily believed in the myths about which they 
were writing in the same way that one might believe in e.g. Jesus or Allah, but rather that they, unlike Fulgentius, 
belonged to a society whose main religion was based on the same mythology about which they were writing. 
67 Ino, Autonoë, and Agave. 
68 An inaccuracy most likely due to the word’s contemporary pronunciation. 
69 Presumably a combination of the words σῶμα (‘body’) and λῦον (‘loosened’), or similarly. For other theories 
regarding the etymological origin of this name, see e.g. Walter Burkert, Greek Religion. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1985), 163 or Martin Bernal, Black Athena: Afro-Asiatic Roots of Classical Civilization: The 
Archaeological and Documentary Evidence. Vol. 2 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1991), 80. 
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freed body’). Referring to the myth he has just recounted, Fulgentius states that from this corpus 

solutum, she gave birth to Liber Pater,70 who symbolises wine itself. In other words, lust gave birth 

to intoxication.  

Whether Fulgentius’ reading of Semele as a symbol of alcohol-induced lust can be regarded 

as a negative characterisation is of course a matter of interpretation, and if one agrees with the 

opinions of scholars such as Martindale, one might believe that it is impossible to know what 

Fulgentius might have meant.71 However, I believe there are certain factors which might give us at 

least some indications.  

There are numerous examples of authors, pagan as well as Christian, using the word libido, 

when referring specifically to sexual desire, in a distinctly negative manner, such as Cicero, Seneca 

the Younger, Jerome and Augustine.72 Furthermore, the general view during this period was that the 

only purpose of female sexuality was the production of offspring.73 One could of course argue that 

this had equally been the mores during the preceding centuries, as pudicitia (‘modesty’ or ‘sense of 

shame’) had been regarded as an important Roman virtue, especially for women. In addition, given 

that libido had negative connotations before the rise of Christianity, it might seem strange to claim 

that Fulgentius’ view differs from his predecessors. However, as mentioned above, although some of 

the classical authors treated in this thesis mention Semele’s sexual desires, these do not seem to have 

been worthy of blame for them, possibly as her character belongs to the mythical realms rather than 

contemporary society.74 Regardless of Fulgentius’ personal feelings on the matter, it therefore 

becomes clear that within the society in which this work was written, this reading of Semele would 

be regarded as unfavourable.  

In summary, then, Semele’s character is ascribed with two new and distinct features as we 

move from antiquity to the medieval period. Firstly, she has become a symbol to a greater extent 

than a literary character. And secondly, this symbol is not that of a tragic figure or a scheming 

seductress but rather of lust and intoxication. As aforementioned, this interpretation of Semele 

 
70 Fulgentius in other words uses the name of the Roman god of wine, whose name translates as ‘The free father’, to refer 
to Dionysus, which was not uncommon, as these two deities had gradually been more or less amalgamated into one cult.  
71 E.g. Martindale, Redeeming the Text, 3. 
72 Cic. Off. III. 8; Sen. Phaed. 196; Jer. Ep. LXXVII. 3; August. Conf. VIII. 5. 
73 See e.g. Gillian Clark. Women in Late Antiquity: Pagan and Christian Life-Styles. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 
139f. 
74 This might at least be the case with Ovid, according to an observation made by Alison Sharrock regarding the final 
books in the Metamorphoses: “The one construction of femininity that does gain a place in the imperial patriarchal 
system is the conventional celebration of woman as the chaste channel for patriarchal progression.” (Alison Sharrock, 
‘Gender and Sexuality’ in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid, ed. Philip Hardie (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 105). 
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gained widespread popularity in the centuries which followed, and similar readings, or even direct 

quotes, can be found in several medieval mythographies.75 

 

3.2 Semele in Nature 
As noted by James G. Clark, the 14th century “saw a succession of influential commentaries”76 on the 

Metamorphoses. Two of the most prominent examples of such commentaries are the Ovide moralisé, 

written by an anonymous author in the early 14th century, and Ovidius moralizatus (c. 1340-2) by the 

Benedictine Pierre Bersuire (d. 1362). Both these works include several readings of Semele. 

In the Ovide moralisé Semele is presented as “corps dissolut & plain dyuresse” (‘a body of 

moral unrestraint and full of drunkenness’).77 However, the reader is also provided with a less 

moralising interpretation, namely that Semele symbolises winter,78 Bacchus wine and Jupiter 

summer. It is reasoned that wine is conceived in earth during winter, like a child in the mother’s 

womb, and matured by the heat of summer.79  

 Similarly, Ovidius Moralizatus argues that Semele is the vine which brings forth wine, as the 

heat which matures the wine, i.e. Jupiter, also scorches the plant on which it grows.80 Bersuire also 

puts forth another, far more Christian, interpretation, namely that Jupiter is God and Semele the 

Jewish people and the synagogue.81 According to this analogy, like God brings the world the ardour 

and intoxication of faith through the Israelites, so does Jupiter bring the intoxication of wine through 

Semele.82 

 The final 14th-century work I wish to treat here is Giovanni Boccaccio’s (1313-75) 

Genealogia deorum gentilium, which includes two chapters related to Semele: De Semele filia 

 
75 E.g the First Vatican Mythographer, in which the four sisters are also called bacchae and interpreted as the four stages 
of intoxication (II. 18. 5). Apart from a small and insignificant deviation (oblivio, rather than oblivio rerum), these four 
stages are identical to those in the Mythologiae. 
76 James G. Clark, introduction to Ovid in the Middle Ages, ed. James G. Clark, Frank T. Coulson, and Kathryn L. 
McKinley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 18. 
77 William Caxton, The Middle English Text of Caxton’s Ovid, Books II-III: With a Parallel Text of The Ovide Moralise 
En Prose II. Edited by Wolfgang Mager. Vol. 53. Middle English Texts. (Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag Winter, 2016), 
138. 
78 According to Jane Chance, this interpretation can also be found in John of Garland’s (c. 1180-c. 1252) Integumenta 
super Ovidii Metamorphosin (c. 1234) (Jane Chance, Medieval Mythography, Volume 2: From the School of Chartres to 
the Court at Avignon, 1177-1350. (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2000), 248). However, because of the 
outbreak of COVID-19 (cf. preface) I have not been able to procure a copy of Garland’s text, which is why it is not 
treated here. 
79 Caxton, The Middle English Text of Caxton’s Ovid, Books II-III, 138f. 
80Pierre Bersuire, L’“Ovidius Moralizatus” di Pierre Bersuire. Edited by Fausto Ghisalberti. (Roma: Cuggiani, 1933), 
111. 
81 As a side note, this reading is not dissimilar to that in one of the texts in Ulrich von Hutten’s (1488-1523) satirical 
Epistulae obscurorum virorum (1515), where Semele is likened to the Virgin Mary (Ep. Obs. Vir. XXVIII. 78f.). 
82 Bersuire, L’“Ovidius Moralizatus” di Pierre Bersuire, 111. 
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Cadmi, (‘On Semele, daughter of Cadmus’) (II. 64) and De Bacho secundi Jovis83 IIII0 filio, qui 

genuit Hymeneum, Thyoneum et Thoantem (‘On Bacchus, the fourth child of the second Jupiter, who 

begot Hymenaeus, Thioneus, and Thoas’) (V. 25). As the title suggests, this is not a commentary on 

the Metamorphoses but rather a more general mythography, albeit heavily based on the Ovidian 

epic.84 

De Semele contains a brief summary of the myth as it is told in the Metamorphoses, with one 

small exception. In Boccaccio’s version, Semele is encouraged to ask to see Jupiter in all his glory to 

test his love for her, a deviation which arguably characterises as insecure, rather than gullible, not 

dissimilar to Diodorus’ characterisation of her in book IV.85 Boccaccio finishes the small chapter by 

stating that there might be some truth in this myth, namely that a pregnant woman was struck by a 

thunderbolt, as thunder, he argues, is the combination of fire, symbolised by Jupiter, and air, 

symbolised by Juno.  

De Bacho, which is considerably longer than De Semele and begins with the same, albeit 

slightly elaborated, myth, also contains an allegoric interpretation of Semele’s death. Here, 

Boccaccio argues that this is a metaphor of a pregnant woman being killed either by a thunderbolt, as 

in De Semele, or by a an ignita febre (‘burning fever’, V. 25. 12.), again associating Jupiter with fire. 

Furthermore, he believes that the sewing of her foetus into Jupiter’s thigh alludes to the need to keep 

babies born prematurely warm, i.e. with Jupiter’s heat. In other words, Jupiter is here interpreted as 

some sort of divine incubator. 

Since Jupiter is the symbol of heat, Boccaccio also presents an interpretation very similar to 

Bersuire’s, albeit more detailed, namely that Semele personifies the vine. Just as she is impregnated 

by Jupiter and becomes pregnant with Bacchus, so does the vine bring forth grapes, after having been 

heated by sun. And as she was killed by his lightning, whereby the baby needed to be removed, so 

must the grapes be harvested in the autumn, when the heat becomes too strong and threatens to 

scorch the fruit. 

The association between Semele and vines was still present two centuries later, as can be 

observed in the Mythologiae by Natale Conti (1520-82). However, in addition to the argument raised 

by Bersuire and Boccaccio, Conti uses etymology to link Semele to the grape-bearing plant, as he 

 
83 Boccaccio imagines that there are three separate deities which all bear the name Jupiter, cf. Giovanni Boccaccio. 
Genealogy of the Pagan Gods: Volume I, books I-V, ed. And trans. Jon Solomon. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2011), xxivf. 
84 Theodore Ziolkowski, Ovid and the Moderns (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2005), 26. 
85 This change does also appear in other post-classical works, such as the Myth. Vat. III. 100. 
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claims Semele was named ἀπὸ τοῦ σείειν τὰ μέλη (‘from the swaying limbs’), which he believes 

refers to how the fragile branches of the vine are easily swayed by the wind.86 

In short, we see here that Semele continues to be read allegorically a millennium after 

Fulgentius, and that, at least to some extent, the idea of her as immorally lustful is still present. 

However, we also see the emergence of a new kind of interpretation, to wit, that Semele symbolises 

an instrument of some kind, as part of either the natural world or a divine plan, or that she is an 

allegorical description of incidents related to pregnancy. In particular, the connection between 

Semele and the production of wine is present in several 14th-century works and continues to be 

associated with her in the 16th century. Furthermore, these interpretations do not condemn Semele’s 

actions but simply describe them.  

 

3.3 Semele Enters the Stage 
In the 17th century there is a notable shift in the type of genre which portray Semele, from the 

technical mythographies and genealogies of the medieval period and the Renaissance to the more 

diverting performing arts. Furthermore, Latin is no longer the preferred language. It is also worth 

noting that these dramatizations are the first sources in which Semele is not merely described by 

narrators or other characters but is given her own lines as well.87 

The first example of a dramatic work in which Semele appears, is The Silver Age, written by 

actor-playwright Thomas Heywood (1574?-1641).88 Although scholars are not in complete 

agreement, it is generally assumed that the play was written in, or shortly before, 1613.89 As the 

name suggests, this drama depicts mythological events from the second stage of the so-called ages of 

man,90 and was part of a series of plays, all depicting different stages. The story of Semele, therefore, 

is only one of several myths related here, and takes place in act IV.  

With a few minor changes, we find the same story here as in most of the ancient sources: 

because of her relationship with Jupiter, Semele is tricked by the vengeful Juno to doubt her lover’s 

identity and ask to see his true majesty, whereby she, being a mere mortal, is killed by his fire and 

thunder, but her foetus, the future Bacchus, is saved. The characterisation of Semele, however, also 

includes some original features.  

Heywood gives the audience insight into Semele’s character in her very first monologue: 

 
86 Natalis Comitis. Mythologiae, sive explicationum fabularum (Venice: s.n., 1568), 155. 
87 For the differences between auto- and altero-characterisation, see the introduction. 
88 According to Reid and Rohmann, The Oxford Guide to Classical Mythology in the Arts, 1300-1990s, 988. 
89 David Mann, ‘Heywood’s “Silver Age”: A Flight Too Far?’, Medieval & Renaissance Drama in England 26 (2013): 
185. 
90 Classical works which treat these stages include the Metamorphoses (book I, verses 89-150) and Hesiod’s Works and 
Days (vv. 109-201). 
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Oh Jupiter! thy love makes me immortal. 
The high Cadmeian is in my grace 
To that great god exalted, and by my issue, 
When it takes life, shall be the seed of gods; 
And I shall now be rank’d in equipage 
With Danae, Io, Leda, and the rest, 
That in his amours pleas’d the Thunderer best. 
Methinks, since his embraces fill’d my womb, 
There is no earth in me; I am all divine: 
There is in me nothing mortal save this shape, 
Whose beauty hath call’d Jove himself from heaven; 
The rest all pure, corruptless, and refined, 
That hath daz’d men, and made th’ immortal blind. -  
Leave us, oh! you, unworthy to attend 
Or wait upon Cadmeian Semele: 
Hebe shall be my handmaid, and my wine 
The hand of Jove’s own cup-bearer shall fill. 
I’ll beg of him the Trojan Ganymede 
To be my page; and when I please to ride, 
Borrow his eagle, through the air to glide.91 

We see here that Semele is shown to believe that her affair makes her not only immortal but entitled 

to the same divine servants as the Olympic gods. Furthermore, the sole part of her which is still 

mortal is her physique, which she praises for its beauty. This perception of her own appearance is 

underlined later, when she rejects Jupiter’s offer to enhance her, replying that she does not need it.92  

There are clear similarities between the characterisation of Semele in this play and in the 

ancient sources. For example, the haughtiness this character displays here can be likened to that of 

the character in book III of Diodorus’ Bibliotheca Historica, who regards herself as equal to Hera. A 

more obvious resemblance is Juno’s characterisation in the Metamorphoses: tanta est fiducia formae 

(‘so great is her trust in her own beauty’, III. 270). However, unlike in the epic, this characterisation 

is not nuanced in any way by a conflicting portrayal. Nor is there any doubt regarding its validity, 

since, as mentioned previously, the characterisation is placed in Semele’s own mouth, and there is no 

reason to suspect her of being unreliable in this case. 

In addition to these two traits, which are similar to the ancient source material, Heywood 

seemingly also characterises Semele with godly aspirations in the excerpt above. However, Semele 

later states that she does not want to be made a goddess,93 implying that she either was initially 

speaking figuratively or that she is less occupied with immortality than with seeing Jupiter in full 

splendour, which is what she demands instead. Regardless of how one interprets this, as will become 

apparent, this submaximal character is not the only one with which this ambition is associated. 

 
91 Thomas Heywood, The Golden and Silver Ages. Two Plays (London: The Shakespeare Society, 1851), 157f. 
92 Ibid., 161. 
93 Ibid., 161f. 
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Yet a further new characteristic is added at a later stage, when Semele is shown to withhold 

sex to manipulate her lover to grant her a wish,94 a trope which has been used by writers since 

Aristophanes wrote Lysistrata, albeit in an entirely different cultural context. As a side note, it is also 

a complete reversal of the attitude with which she is characterised in the Middle Ages, i.e. that her 

lust and desires are unrestrained. 

As Semele acts in this manner because she has been advised to do so by Juno, one could 

argue that this is not meant to characterise her as particularly manipulative. However, given that 

Semele agrees to Juno’s suggestions straightaway, and the play does not indicate in any way that 

Juno uses any divine powers of persuasion other than her disguise, I would argue that this implies 

that her behaviour is in accordance with her character in general. Alternatively, it could also suggest 

that this sub-maximal character is very susceptible or easily persuaded.  

We see, therefore, that even though the characterisation of Semele in The Silver Age has a 

clear foundation in the ancient source material, it has also been notably developed, both from the 

classical texts and their earlier interpretations.  

 

3.4 Semele Enters the Centre Stage 
The first instance of a dramatic work which is entirely dedicated to the story of Semele premiered 

almost half a century after The Silver Age, more specifically in 1666, written by cleric Claude Boyer 

(1618-98). Furthermore, Les Amours de Jupiter et de Sémélé is also the first dramatization of this 

myth set to music, composed by Louis de Mollier (c. 1615-88), a former court musician for Louis 

XIV.95  

Although the play is defined as a tragedy, it also contains comic and pastoral elements. This 

is signalled in the prologue, were the three muses Melpomene, Thalia and Euterpe argue about which 

of them is best fitted to praise king Louis, whereby Apollo, unable to choose one of them, decides 

that the play should be a combination of the three. 

 At the core of the play’s plot we find several of the prevalent elements, namely the affair 

between Semele and Jupiter, Juno’s jealousy and deception of her rival, and Semele’s death by 

Jupiter’s lightning. However, Boyer also made several major changes, only some of which I will 

discuss here, namely those modifications which impact Semele’s characterisation. 

 
94 Ibid., 160ff. 
95 Elizabeth Maxfield Miller, ‘Molière and His Homonym Louis de Mollier’, Modern Language Notes 74, no. 7 (1959): 
613. 
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Firstly, as noted by the modern editor of the text, Évelyne Collinet, all the sensual elements of 

the myth have been removed, including Semele’s pregnancy, for the sake of decency.96 However, 

this does not mean that Les Amours is lacking in romantic intrigue. From the very beginning of the 

play we are told that Semele is engaged to Alcmeon, an Argive prince.97 This match is not only 

desired by both Cadmus and Alcmeon, but initially also by Semele, who admits that she loved him 

before being seduced by the more powerful Jupiter (lines 368-70). She is in other words shown not 

only to be unfaithful to her fiancée but also to disobey her father.  

This conflict is present throughout the play, as Alcmeon is persistent in his pursue of the 

princess, despite knowing about her affair. Semele, meanwhile, repeatedly rejects Alcmeon’s 

advances, although she expresses remorse towards the end of the play, unsure of her own feelings 

(act IV, scene 1). It should be noted, however, that at this point she has been made to doubt her 

lover’s identity. One could argue that this simply shows that her love is dwindling because she 

believes she has been lied to. However, the audience is also provided with another reason. 

It is namely one of the defining aspects of this tragedy’s submaximal character that even 

though she often states to be in love with Jupiter (e.g. 484, 818, and 1255), Semele does not hide that 

this is partly due to the honour this bestows upon her. She even tells Alcmeon that she does not value 

his regal power anywhere near as much as Jupiter’s attention (1431-33). Therefore, if Jupiter is only 

a mere mortal, she will be robbed of this glory. In other words, just like The Silver Age, Les Amours 

characterises Semele as opportunistic, in that she believes that her relationship with Jupiter will exalt 

her in some way. 
In summary, although the characterisation of Semele in Les Amours de Jupiter et de Sémélé is 

not unrecognisable from that of its dramatic predecessor, the addition of her engagement has 

important implications, as stated above. As a further result, this is the first text which portrays 

Semele as a dynamic character,98 since she is shown to develop somewhat over the course of the play 

as her feelings for Alcmeon change and she realises that she has acted proudly.  

 

3.5 Semele’s New Maximal Character 
Mythologiae by Fulgentius marks a palpable change in how Semele is portrayed in literature. 

Coinciding with the rise of Christianity, Semele is no longer portrayed as a literary figure but is 

rather interpreted as a symbol of lust as a result of excess intoxication, a reading whose popularity 

lasted for centuries. However, in the transition between the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, 

 
96 Claude Boyer, Les Amours de Jupiter et de Sémélé, ed. Évelyne Collinet (Paris: Université Paris IV – Sorbonne, 2003), 
25. 
97 Not to be confused with Alcmaeon, one of the Epigoni. 
98 Cf. terminology in the introduction. 



 29 

although she is still read allegorically, there is a shift in what she symbolises, which is now mainly 

related to wine production or other natural phenomena. We also see that she is no longer 

characterised as immoral.  

From the 17th century, Semele is once more portrayed as blameworthy, although she is no 

longer associated with wine and intoxication. Furthermore, she is again part of a narrative, rather 

than the more technical mythographies and genealogies. In both The Silver Age and Les Amours de 

Jupiter et de Sémélé she is characterised as disagreeable, as the former portrays her as vain, 

manipulative, and opportunistic. The latter trait is also ascribed to her in Les Amours, in addition to 

being unfaithful and disobedient. Furthermore, in both plays is she shown to be very aware of the 

honour which is bestowed upon her by being the mistress of a god. 

When we add the post-classical characterisations to the maximal character that was 

established in the previous chapter, we see a figure which is undoubtedly more negative, as the new 

traits include being bibulous, vain, unfaithful, and exploitative. Furthermore, several of the 

characteristics in the ancient maximal character, like her cunning and lustfulness, have been 

reinforced. As the symbol of the vine, on the other hand, one can also argue that she is characterised 

as nurturing, which could be regarded as a positive, or at least not decidedly negative, 

characterisation. Nevertheless, it is clear that as we reach the 18th century, Semele has become a 

decidedly unsympathetic character.  
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4. HANDEL’S SEMELE 

4.1 Background 
Semele (HWV 58) was composed during the summer of 1743 and premiered 10 February 1744.99 

The libretto by William Congreve had been written almost 40 years previously, originally as an 

opera, with music by John Eccles (1668-1735). The opera was finished c. 1707, but was never 

performed until the 20th century,100 and Handel could therefore use it for his own composition, albeit 

with some revisions. 

 George Frideric Handel (1685-1759) is generally considered one of the greatest composers of 

Baroque music. Born in Halle, Germany and living in Italy for a few years in his youth, the 

composer spent the majority of his life living in London. Here, in addition to writing numerous 

operas in the Italian style,101 he developed the English oratorio as a genre, combining features from 

both opera and oratorio,102 as well as increasing the role of the chorus. In accordance with 

contemporary customs, many of his dramatic works are based on narratives from antiquity, both 

history and mythology, such as Giulio Cesare in Egitto (HWV 17), Serse (HWV 40), Hercules, 

(HWV 60) and Acis and Galatea (HWV 49).  

 William Congreve (1670-1729) was an English playwright and poet, regarded as a great 

writer of Restoration comedy by both his peers and posterity,103 despite only writing four comedies, 

as well as one tragedy. Educated in both Greek and Latin, he also translated parts of several classical 

works, such as the satires by Juvenal and Persius, the Iliad, and the Metamorphoses.104 In addition to 

Semele, Congreve wrote another libretto, called The Judgement of Paris (1701). Semele would be 

one of his final major works, and the last work he wrote for the stage. 

 
99 Donald Burrows et al., eds., George Frideric Handel: Collected Documents, Volume 4. 1742-1750 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2020), 159 
100 Possibly because English opera was becoming less popular in favour of Italian opera (cf. the following footnote). 
101 Originating in Italy during the late 16th and early 17th century, the opera genre was still heavily influenced by Italian 
fashion in the 18th century, for example with the use of Italian libretti and the adherence to the conventions of the opera 
seria (‘serious opera’) or opera buffa (‘comic opera’). 
102 Although the differences between the two art forms were blurred, the oratorio was originally supposed to be a 
counterpoint to the dramatic and profane opera, as it is not staged but rather performed in concert form, and usually based 
on a sacred theme. 
103 E.g. Howard Erskine-Hill and Alexander Lindsay, eds. William Congreve: The Critical Heritage. (London: 
Routledge, 1996), 3; Edmund Gosse, Life of William Congreve. (London: Walter Scott, 1888), 182ff. 
104 Juvenal and Persius. The Satyrs of Decimus Junius Juvenalis: And of Aulus Persius Flaccus. Translated by John 
Dryden et al. 6th ed. (London: J. Tonson, 1735); William Congreve, Poems upon Several Occasions. To Which Are 
Prefix’d, The Judgment of Paris, a Masque; And, Semele, an Opera (Dublin: Peter Wilson, 1752), 60ff.; Ovidius Naso. 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, in Fifteen Books. Translated by John Dryden, et al. (London: J. and R. Tonson, 1736). 
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 Although most of Congreve’s libretto was kept word for word, some scenes were either 

abridged or cut entirely from Handel’s oratorio.105 A few additions were also made, mainly to make 

more room for the chorus. Another, rather prominent, addition is the oratorio’s most well-known 

aria, Jupiter’s ‘Where’er you walk’, which was not written by Congreve either, but taken from 

‘Summer’, the second of Alexander Pope’s (1688-1744) Pastorals from 1709. We do not know who 

made these editions to the libretto. The celebrated Handel scholar Winton Dean argues that the most 

likely candidate is Newburgh Hamilton (1691-1761), as he made similar adjustments to two of 

Handel’s other works, Samson (HWV 57) and Alexander’s Feast (HWV 75).106 But, as pointed out 

by Anthony Hicks, this cannot be supported by any concrete evidence.107  

As Semele premiered in early February, the majority of its performances took place during 

Lent, a period usually reserved for musical works of a sacred and edifying nature. For example, Lent 

the previous year had seen the London premiere of Handel’s probably most famous work, and 

certainly his most famous oratorio, namely Messiah (HWV 56). Furthermore, the performance of 

operas was severely restricted during Lent, which is most likely why Handel styled Semele as an 

oratorio in the first place, despite its clear operatic features.108 

In other words, the Covent Garden audience were probably surprised when they were 

presented with a dramatic oratorio which was not only based on ancient mythology, a subject usually 

reserved for operas, but a myth with so many erotic undertones. This might have been one of the 

reasons why Semele was not very well received when it premiered. The oratorio ran for only four 

performances in February, as well as two further in December the same year, after which it was 

never staged again during Handel’s lifetime, making it one of his least popular oratorios.109 

 

4.2 Editions and performances 
When analysing musical works, especially those which are several centuries old, there are many 

considerations to be made. Firstly, that the same composition may exist in many editions or even 

versions, several of which might have been made by the composer himself. Since Semele was not 

performed during Handel’s lifetime after the year of its premiere, this oratorio was not as heavily 

 
105 As noted by Winton Dean, if Congreve’s entire libretto had been set to music in Handel’s style, the oratorio would 
have been far too long (Winton Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 
368).  
106 Ibid. 
107 Anthony Hicks, ‘Semele’s Mirror and Polyphemus’s Whistle’, Music & Letters 65, no. 2 (1984): 215. 
108 On whether Semele should be deemed an oratorio or an opera (or neither), see e.g. David Hurwitz, Listening to 
Handel: An Owner’s Manual (Montclair, NJ: Amadeus Press, 2019), 51f and Hans Joachim Marx, Händels Oratorien, 
Oden und Serenaten: ein Kompendium (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), 211. 
109 For comparison, the average number of performances for Handel’s dramatic oratorios during the composer’s lifetime 
is roughly 21,6. (Based on the somewhat uncertain statistics in Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 629ff.) 



 32 

edited as some of his more popular works, but Handel did some revisions before it was staged for a 

second time in December 1744.  

Since Semele has continued to be one of Handel’s lesser known works, only a few editions of 

the complete oratorio have been made, and to the extent of my knowledge, none of these are critical. 

Nor have I managed to find neither a facsimile nor an urtext. From the available performance 

editions, I have therefore chosen to use the Novello vocal score from 1878, edited by Ebenezer Prout 

(1835-1909).110 There are several reasons for this choice. Firstly, this score is still the basis for 

modern editions,111 which indicates its continued relevance. Secondly, it is freely available online.112 

And lastly, I have not been able to find any other edition which has not received criticism.113 

However, as has been pointed out by several scholars,114 the Novello score is far from 

irreproachable, as the Victorian Prout for example made several changes to the libretto in order to 

remove some of the lewder references. However, given that I have compared the libretto in Prout’s 

edition to Congreve’s original text, this is not of any real concern, especially since Prout’s alterations 

do not affect the characterisation of Semele. Furthermore, as I will only occasionally analyse the 

musical composition, the score’s insufficiencies regarding the musical notation should not pose too 

great a problem, either. 

Regardless of the edition’s quality, as has been pointed out by Charles Martindale,115 the 

same sheet music can be interpreted in numerous ways by different conductors, singers, and 

scenographers. Even the same stage production can vary from performance to performance, as it is a 

highly complex collaboration, which cannot be recreated fully in posterity. To quote Simon Goldhill: 

“[a] performance is constructed out of the work of many individuals, interacting. Performance is 

impossible to reduce to a singular product.”116 A similar observation has also been made by Lorna 

Hardwick.117 

In order to acquire a better understanding of how the oratorio might have been performed 

originally, I have used mainly one studio recording, conducted by John Eliot Gardiner. This 

recording has been chosen mainly because of the authority of the performers, as Gardiner is regarded 

 
110 All references to the oratorio will be to the aria/recitative’s number according to this edition. 
111 An abridged version was published as late as 2000, cf. bibliography. 
112 Cf. the ‘COVID-19’ section in the preface. The score is available at the International Music Score Library Project 
(IMSLP). 
113 Cf. e.g. Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 395; Anthony Hicks, ‘Ravishing Semele’, The Musical 
Times 114, no. 1561 (1973): 275–80. Both are critical of Chrysander’s edition (1869). The latter’s primary concern, 
however, is the Oxford vocal score (1971), eds. Anthony Lewis and Charles Mackerras.  
114 E.g. Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 395; Paul Henry Lang, George Frideric Handel (Mineola, 
NY: Dover Publications, 1996), 419. 
115 Martindale, Redeeming the Text, 17. 
116 Goldhill, ‘Cultural History and Aesthetics’, 67. 
117 Hardwick, Reception Studies, 51. 
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as one of the world’s leading conductors of Baroque music. Furthermore, the music is performed at 

A415118 and on period instruments. In addition, I have also consulted one live recording of an opera 

production from the Opernhaus Zürich, conducted by William Christie. Musically, this production is 

not entirely dissimilar to the studio recording, as it follows the same conventions mentioned above. 

Furthermore, like Gardiner, Christie is renowned for his interpretations of Baroque music, as is 

Cecilia Bartoli, who plays the title role. On the other hand, since this is an operatic version, it might 

be considered less authentic than Gardiner’s, especially as it is a Regie production.119 I have 

nevertheless consulted it because the singers are more expressive and manifest the characterisations 

more clearly than in the studio recording, as a greater extent of acting is generally required for an 

opera, which could prove helpful for my analysis. I hasten to add, however, that my analysis of the 

oratorio is not based on these two interpretations, and the formal restrictions of my thesis do not 

allow me to discuss them specifically.  

 
4.3 Synopsis 
As we will see, the plot of Semele consists of some components of the Ovidian myth as well as 

several alterations and additions. The work combines both comic and tragic elements, and also 

contains some pastoral undertones, as per contemporary fashion.120  

The entire first act is dedicated to the conflict between Semele’s imminent marriage to 

Athamas, her love for Jupiter,121 and Ino’s unrequited secret love for her sister’s fiancée. Towards 

the end of the act, Cadmus, who has spent the act bemoaning both his daughters’ seemingly 

unfounded sullen demeanours, relates that Semele has been snatched away by an eagle, the meaning 

of which is explained by a group of augurs. Semele, and the superseding chorus, closes the act by 

declaring her happiness at having become Jupiter’s mistress. 

 The second act opens with Juno angrily discussing with Iris, the goddess of the rainbow and 

the gods’ messenger, what is to be done with her rival. We then see that Jupiter’s and Semele’s bliss 

is not without its difficulties, as Semele is unhappy because she feels jealous, vulnerable and inferior, 

being only a mortal woman. To cheer her up, and as a distraction, Jupiter therefore summons Ino, 

and the second act ends with the two sisters singing a joyful duet, succeeded by the chorus. 

 
118 Since the standard concert pitch A440 (meaning that the A above middle C is tuned to the frequency of 440 Hz) was 
not set until the 20th century, it has become common when performing Baroque music to use A415 (a semitone lower), as 
this is regarded as being closer to the original pitch (even though this varied greatly in the 17th and 18th century). 
119 I.e. a production which does not adhere to the work’s original staging, by e.g. changing the setting to a different, often 
modern, time, thereby possibly deviating from the creators’ original intention. 
120 Cf. Jeffrey Hopes, ‘The Sounds of Early Eighteenth-Century Pastoral: Handel, Pope, Gay, and Hughes’, E-Rea. Revue 
Électronique d’études Sur Le Monde Anglophone, no. 14.2 (2017). 
121 Consistently referred to as Jove in the oratorio. 
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 In the third act we see Juno and Iris visiting Somnus, the god of sleep, to ask for his help with 

Juno’s revenge on Semele. This is done with some difficulty, as Somnus refuses to wake up. 

However, Juno promises him Pasithea’s122 hand in marriage, whereby he promptly gets up and 

finally agrees to assist them. Juno then visits Semele disguised as Ino, whom Somnus meanwhile has 

put to sleep. Juno asks Semele if the latter has already been made a goddess by Jupiter, since her 

charms seems to have been greatly enhanced. Semele replies sorrowfully that she has not, whereby 

Juno hands her an enchanted mirror which enhances the beauty of Semele’s reflection. Enlivened by 

this, Semele agrees to Juno’s suggestion to be cold and rejecting towards Jupiter until he grants her a 

wish, namely, to come to her bed123 not in a human disguise but as himself, like he does with Juno. 

This, the disguised Juno tells Semele, will make her immortal.  

Jupiter’s desire for Semele has in the meantime been aroused by his dreams, caused by 

Somnus and Morpheus, the god of dreams, and is fairly easily persuaded by Semele. However, when 

he hears what wish she wants granted, Jupiter tries to tell her that it will cause her harm. Semele 

refuses to listen, and Jupiter, reluctantly, prepares to fulfil his promise. As she feels the scorching 

heat of his lightning, Semele realises what she has done, but it is too late, and she dies repentantly.  

 After her sister’s death, Ino enters the stage, somewhat disorientated, and relates that 

Hermes124 visited her in her sleep and informed her what had happened to Semele. The deus ex 

machina125 also told her that Jupiter has determined that she and Athamas are to wed. This decision 

agrees well with Athamas, too, who quickly decides not to mourn his former fiancée and that he is 

now in love with Ino instead. Finally, Apollo descends from heaven to tell everyone that a god will 

be born from Semele’s ashes, whereby the chorus joyfully declare that from now on they will live 

carefree and virtuously, with Bacchus to “crown the joys of love!” (76). 

 

4.4 Characterisation 
Deemed “vain [and] silly”, “self-absorbed”, and “hedonistic” by scholars,126 the main character in 

Semele is generally regarded rather negatively, as touched upon in the introduction. As we shall see, 

however, although these descriptions are not wrong, some more nuance is needed to understand the 

characterisation of Semele more fully. 

 
122 One of the Graces. 
123 Here we find an example of Proust’s aforementioned prudishness, as he changed “approach your bed” (Congreve, 
Poems upon Several Occasions, 31) to “approach to thee” (55). 
124 This particular god is in other words not called by his Latin name in the oratorio. 
125 Not in the ancient, literal sense, but rather “a person or thing (as in fiction or drama) that appears or is introduced 
suddenly and unexpectedly and provides a contrived solution to an apparently insoluble difficulty” (Merriam-Webster, 
s.v. ‘Deus Ex Machina’). 
126 Martindale, introduction, 10; Hurwitz, Listening to Handel, 53; Stanley Sadie, ‘Semele’, in The Grove Book of 
Operas, ed. Stanley Sadie and Laura Macy (Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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 It is indeed true that Semele is shown to be quite self-centred on several occasions during the 

oratorio. The clearest example is found in the aria ‘Myself I shall adore’ (54), where she gazes at 

herself in a mirror with admiration and, as the title suggests, adoration. Handel has fortified this 

characterisation with his music. Although the lyrics are quite short (“Myself I shall adore / If I persist 

in gazing / No object sure before / Was ever half so pleasing”), the actual aria is between six and 

eight minutes long, depending on the performance, as the words “adore”, “gazing” and “pleasing” 

are underlined with repetitions and long coloratura phrases.127 An example of this can be found in 

extract no. 1 in the appendix. 

 Semele’s reaction to seeing her reflection consists of two stages, portrayed in the recitative128 

and the ensuing aria, respectively. First, Semele looks at herself in the mirror and sees herself as very 

beautiful (“O ecstasy of happiness! Celestial graces I discover in each feature!”). She then begins to 

praise herself in the aforementioned aria. Both these stages contribute to portray Semele as extremely 

vain and conceited, but I believe there is a difference between them which slightly alters the way she 

is characterised. 

 As mentioned above, the mirror in which Semele looks at herself is a magical item given to 

Semele by Juno, and so it is not Semele’s vanity which makes her reflection seem so beautiful. 

Therefore, when she, in the recitative, describes her “celestial features”, this is indeed how she 

appears in the mirror. In other words, it is not her vainglory which makes Semele see herself as 

transcendently beautiful, and her immediate reaction in the recitative is, I would argue, a natural 

response to seeing such a transformation, and does therefore not characterise her as particularly 

haughty. In short, Semele’s indirect auto-characterisation as vain in the recitative is the result of 

Juno’s mirror. 

 However, the oratorio does not mention that Semele herself has been put under any spell. 

Consequently, it is reasonable to assume that the aria, her seven-minute-long self-praise, is meant to 

be a reliable portrayal of this character. In short, whereas the characterisation in the recitative, I 

would argue, is distorted by Juno’s trickery, the impression given of Semele by the aria is not. The 

characterisation by the aria is reinforced almost immediately afterwards, when Juno describes her as 

a “vain, wretched fool” (57). Although such an altero-characterisation might be deemed unreliable 

 
127 A ‘colouring’ or ornamentation of plain phrases by for example the addition of many swift notes between each chord 
(see ex. 1). Furthermore, Ruth Smith has even suggested that Handel uses these long melismas (i.e. one syllable being 
sung over several notes) “to suggest mental deficiency” (Ruth Smith, Handel’s Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century 
Thought (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).78f.) 
128 A style of delivery whereby the music is performed more freely and imitates the natural rhythms and inflections of 
speech. Can be either secco, i.e. only accompanied by the continuo (a part which provides the bassline and chords, often 
performed by the harpsichord in Baroque music) or accompagnato (with full orchestra). Put another way, to quote 
Congreve, “a more tuneable speaking” (Congreve, Poems upon Several Occasions, 12). 
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given Juno’s strong antipathy towards her rival, like her narration in the Metamorphoses, here it is in 

accordance with, and enhances, Semele’s auto-characterisation. 

 In addition to being self-absorbed, Semele is also characterised as hubristic. After she and 

Jupiter have become lovers, she sings the aria ‘Endless pleasure’ (23), in which she, speaking of 

herself in the third person,129 states that “On her bosom Jove reclining / Useless now his thunder lies 

/ To her arms his bolts resigning / And his lightning to her eyes”. In other words, Jupiter, the 

mightiest of all the Olympian gods, has been conquered by a mortal woman.  

 Closely linked to her hubris is Semele’s main goal throughout most of the oratorio, namely 

her desire to become immortal, a wish which characterises her as overambitious. One might even 

argue that it demonstrates that is Semele is only using Jupiter for her personal gain. However, given 

Semele’s credible declaration of love in her first recitative and subsequent aria (5), this seems 

unlikely. This recitative and aria will be further treated below.  

 In order to persuade him to grant her this wish, Semele is shown to manipulate Jupiter by 

rejecting his advances (60), as Juno had instructed her. However, if one reads the exchange between 

the two lovers when Semele first brings up this subject (36) as insincere on Semele’s part, i.e. that 

she is not as miserable as she claims to be because she is a mere mortal, this would portray her as 

guileful even without Juno’s interference. On the other hand, one can also take this as a genuine 

lament by Semele, which would merely indicate that she is very much in love with Jupiter and does 

not bear him leaving her. In other words, the extent of this character’s manipulative nature and her 

feelings for Jupiter are a matter of interpretation. 

 Even though Semele is portrayed as persuasive, she is also shown to be naive. Although the 

subject of Juno’s trickery has already been treated in the analysis of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, there is 

a key difference between the epic and in the oratorio. In Ovid’s version, ‘Beroe’ merely airs vague 

suspicions regarding Jupiter’s identity, which, in theory, do not require anything other than a certain 

degree of scepticism and precaution. This aspect of their exchange is therefore not particularly 

suspicious, especially as Semele believes the advice to be given by a mature and experienced 

woman. In the oratorio, on the other hand, the character who gives the impression of having 

extensive knowledge of the nature of the gods by claiming that seeing Jupiter in all his glory will 

make Semele immortal (55), is supposedly a relatively ordinary mortal. Semele nevertheless accepts 

this advice immediately, not once questioning how ‘Ino’ could possibly know this, thereby 

characterising her as, at best, too trusting and arguably even gullible.  

 
129 This is due to the fact that Congreve had written this aria for another role, but, for artistic reasons, Handel decided to 
give it to Semele instead (Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 380). 



 37 

 A further instance which, depending on one’s reading, might underline this trait is found in 

one of Jupiter’s arias (32). After Semele admits that she feels jealous when he is absent (31), Jupiter 

reassures her, stating that “Though this human form I wear / Think not I man’s falsehood wear”. This 

claim might seem contrary to how Jupiter is portrayed throughout ancient mythology, to say the 

least. However, whether it would therefore be reasonable to expect that Semele should be aware of 

Jupiter’s many liaisons, and therefore be suspicious of this claim, is of course another matter. A 

further moot point is that even though there are many narratives in which the Olympian god has 

innumerous mistresses, we are not given any indications that the character in this oratorio is equally 

unfaithful. It is therefore a matter of interpretation if this line can be perceived as simply a small joke 

by Congreve, or if it is meant to characterise Semele as credulous.  

 The two final negative traits I wish to discuss here are Semele’s temper and stubbornness. 

These come to light towards the end of the oratorio, when Jupiter tries to explain the dangerous 

consequences of her wish. In her ensuing aria, ‘No, no, I’ll take no less’ (65), Semele demands that 

her lover obeys her wish, overlooking his warnings. Again, we find that the music can enhance the 

expressions in the libretto. Depending on the tempo and the singer’s interpretation, this technically 

challenging aria can be performed in a very aggressive manner, underlining Semele’s anger.130 

However, this outburst can also be interpreted as a continuation of the attempt to manipulate Jupiter. 

If so, this is also a result of Juno’s advice, which would call in to question the reliability of this 

characterisation. 

 Although Semele is characterised as, amongst other things, vain, manipulative, and hubristic, 

she is also ascribed with some redeeming features in this oratorio. First of all, we see at the very 

beginning of the oratorio that the character is torn between Jupiter and her family (5). She does not 

want to marry a man she does not love but is scared of how her father would react should she refuse. 

Furthermore, should she choose Athamas and duty, Jupiter would not take her rejection well (“thy 

vengeance will o’ertake such perfidy”). The latter issue is not mentioned again, since Semele 

chooses Jupiter later in the same act (13), thereby disobeying her father. 

 It is not clear from the libretto whether Semele’s lament should be regarded as moving or 

simply egocentric self-pity. I would argue, however, that this ambiguity is resolved somewhat by the 

mournful music, which inclines one to compassion, rather than judgment. See for example, in ex. 2, 

 
130 For an example of such an interpretation, see the aforementioned performance from the Opernhaus Zürich (beginning 
at 2:04:09 in the video in the bibliography). 
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the minor chords in the second, third and fifth bar, or the dramatic diminished seventh in the fifth and 

sixth bar, accompanying the word “tormenting”.131 

 In the following aria, Semele implores Jupiter to help her choose between the two men, by 

that showing insecurity and meekness. As the sheet music shows (ex. 3), the words “help me” are not 

only stressed by the pauses, but repeated several times, which in music, as well as oratory, is a 

common rhetorical device used for emphasis,132 thereby underlining this characterisation of Semele 

as weak and beseeching. This point can of course be made even stronger by the singer. Furthermore, 

the aria is written in C minor, a key which was associated with lamentation and hopelessness in 

Baroque music in general133 and in Handel’s music in particular.134 

 Another redeeming trait this character has is her devotion to her sister. Semele is shown to be 

very fond of Ino, as both she and Jupiter state in act 2 (39), as well as attentive and kind towards her, 

for example in the quartet in act 1 (10). She also thanks Ino, or rather Juno in disguise, for her advice 

on acquiring immortality by asserting that she will return the favour once she has become divine 

(56). Dramatic irony notwithstanding, Semele could here be interpreted as patronising, but it is far 

from impossible to read this as genuine kindness.  

 Lastly, as mentioned in the synopsis, when she feels Jupiter’s scorching lightning Semele 

regrets her “pride and impious vanity” (68) and begs for mercy. Semele’s despondency is 

accentuated by the music, a very moving accompagnato recitative. This anguish is evident in several 

ways. Firstly, it is written in F minor, a key which had associations similar to C minor.135 Secondly, 

with the notable exception of the two bars which describe Jupiter’s fire and lightning (11 and 14), the 

entire recitative is marked by the downwards direction of the intervals, another common tool to 

enhance despair, 136 and we find a diminished seventh in bar 18 when Semele implores for pity (ex. 4 

and 5). Semele’s sad demise is made even more tragic when one takes into consideration that neither 

the chorus nor any of the other characters mourn her, as the final two scenes are dedicated entirely to 

the engagement of Ino and Athamas, together with the celebration of Bacchus. 

 In summary, therefore, we see that Semele is characterised as a complex character in this 

oratorio. On the one hand, she is portrayed as vainglorious, quick-tempered, hubristic, 

overambitious, stubborn, disobedient, gullible, and manipulative, yet she is also shown to be meek, 

 
131 The diminished seventh (i.e. a chord consisting of the root, third, fifth and minor seventh note) was commonly used to 
express sorrow, terror, and uncertainty, cf. Clive McClelland, Ombra: Supernatural Music in the Eighteenth Century 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2012), 47ff.  
132 Tarling, The Weapons of Rhetoric, 224ff. 
133 Ibid., 77. 
134 Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 60. 
135 Ibid., 60.; Tarling, The Weapons of Rhetoric, 77. 
136 Tarling, The Weapons of Rhetoric, 78. 
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compassionate, and, in the end, repentant. It is also made clear from the very beginning that even 

though she tries to use her relationship for personal gain, Semele is indeed in love with Jupiter. 

Besides which, the circumstances surrounding her death are clearly tragic, despite her negative traits. 

 Furthermore, the character has a clear development as the narrative progresses. Starting as 

uncertain and beseeching, she soon expresses self-assurance to the point of hubris, but dies repentant 

and begging for mercy. In other words, this is an individuated and dynamic character, i.e. does not 

conform to any pre-existing character type and is shown to develop over the course of the narrative. 

We will now examine how this oratorio and its characterisation of Semele relate to those of Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses. 

  



 40 

5. SEMELE AND THE WIDER CONTEXT 

5.1 Ovid and the Oratorio 
Several of the key components of the Metamorphoses’ myth have been kept in the oratorio, such as 

Juno disguising herself as someone close to Semele,137 Semele being granted a wish by Jupiter 

without telling him what it is, and this wish being to see him in all his splendour. On a more detailed 

level, we find for example that Jupiter swears by the Styx to grant Semele her desire (61, cf. Ov. Met. 

III. 290)138 and that he tries to spare Semele by donning his mildest lightning (66, cf. v. 302). And 

the fact that Juno persuades Semele by enhancing her appearance can be compared to Juno’s 

statement in the epic when she claims that Semele is very proud of her beauty, which she will use to 

trick her (270f.) 

Furthermore, in Semele’s aforementioned aria ‘No, no, I’ll take no less’ (65), we find the 

demand: “Yet haste and prepare, / For I’ll know what you are, / With all your powers arm you.”. As 

there is never any doubt surrounding Jupiter’s identity in the oratorio, Semele’s request could seem 

out of place here. However, it does provide a subtle reference to the Ovidian epic. 

 There are also several similarities between Juno’s recitative at the beginning of act 2 (28) and 

her monologue in the Metamorphoses (262ff.). Compare, for example, “If I th’imperial sceptre 

sway” with si me gemmantia dextra / sceptra tenere decet (‘If I am fit to grasp the bejewelled sceptre 

with my right hand’, 264f.) or “Tear her in thy fury / And down to the flood of Acheron / Let her 

fall” with si non, / ab Iove mersa suo Stygitas penetrabit in undas (‘if she does not enter the Stygian 

waters plunged by her Jupiter’, 271f.). Furthermore, in Congreve’s original libretto, Juno laments: “If 

I am owned above, / Sister and Wife of Jove; / (Sister at least I sure may claim, / Thou’ Wife be a 

neglected Name.)”,139 which is strongly resembles verses from the epic: si sum regina Iovisque / et 

soror et coniunx, certe soror (‘If I am queen, and the sister and wife of Jove, at least sister’, 265f.). 

However, the oratorio’s anonymous editor removed this line.  

 In addition to this, one can also find similarities between the libretto and several other myths 

in the Metamorphoses, as well as other stories and scenes from ancient literature which do not 

portray Semele. The most discernible might be the relationship between Ino and Athamas, a story 

which is told in e.g. Ov. Met. IV. 416-542.140 Another example is Semele being snatched away to 

Jupiter by an eagle, which is a clear reference to the myth of Ganymede (as described in e.g. Verg. 

 
137 Congreve made a conscious choice not to have Juno appear as Beroe, like she does in the epic (Congreve, Poems upon 
Several Occasions, 11). 
138 Although in the epic, Jupiter does this of his own accord, whereas in the oratorio, it is Semele who insists upon it, 
thereby arguably portraying her as more assertive. 
139 Congreve, Poems upon Several Occasions, 21. 
140 Congreve even references this in the libretto’s argument (ibid., 11). 
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Aen. V. 254f.). Furthermore, the scene where Jupiter grants Semele a nameless wish, which he, 

having heard it, desperately tries to convince the latter to retract, to no avail (61-65), could be 

compared to the exchange between Phaethon and Phoebus where the former wishes to drive his 

father’s chariot across the sky (Ov. Met. II 40-104).141 Lastly, the scene with Juno, Iris and Somnus 

in act 2 is borrowed from two classical sources. In book XI of the Metamorphoses, Juno sends Iris to 

Somnus to convey a message (585-88), but when she arrives, Somnus proves difficult to wake up 

(618-22). And in the Iliad book XIV, Hera persuades Hypnos to do her bidding by promising him 

Pasithea’s hand in marriage (267-69).142  

 Returning to the myth of Semele specifically, the oratorio’s portrayal of this character does 

also bear some similarities with that of the Metamorphoses. As we saw in the chapter on the ancient 

source material, there are two, slightly incongruous, main characterisations of Semele in the epic. 

Juno describes her as vain and haughty, whereas the external primary narrator portrays her as rather 

naive. These are all traits with which the titular character in Semele agree.  

 Nevertheless, the oratorio’s characterisation of Semele has clear divergences from its main 

classical reference point. These are in part manifested in the addition of several traits. For example, 

Ovid’s Semele is never characterised, directly or indirectly, as jealous, temperamental, or 

manipulative. Furthermore, the Metamorphoses never gives an indication of how strong her feelings 

for Jupiter are.  

 I would argue, however, that the most important difference between the two works comes not 

with the addition of a trait but the amplification of one. As we have seen, in the Metamorphoses Juno 

characterises Semele as ambitious by claiming that she wishes to become the mother of Jupiter’s 

child (269f.). However, it is not ambition which drives Semele to her demise in the epic but rather 

her uncertainty regarding Jupiter’s identity, as caused by her rival. One can, of course, infer that 

Semele is only interested in her lover’s divinity because of her child but the epic does not give any 

indication that this is the case. In addition, one could argue that the desire to become divine is more 

hubristic than the desire to become the mother of someone divine. Furthermore, whereas Juno’s 

altero-characterisation could be deemed unreliable, the oratorio is unequivocal with regards to 

Semele’s desire to become immortal. Consequently, even though both works characterise Semele as 

ambitious and aspiring to position herself above other mortals, there are several key differences. Not 

only does the extent of the submaximal characters’ hubris differ, so does the form of the 

 
141 See in particular vv. 45f., 49, 53-56, 88f. 
142 Similar observations have been made previously (Jon Solomon, ‘Reflections of Ovid in Semele’s Mirror’, Music & 
Letters 63, no. 3/4 (1982): 226–41.). 
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characterisations, and by extension their reliability. Furthermore, this trait plays a greater role in 

Semele’s downfall in the oratorio.  

 In summary, it is clear that although Congreve added elements from various classical sources, 

the myth of Semele as it is told in the Metamorphoses forms the basis of Semele’s libretto, regarding 

both the plot and the portrayal of the titular character. It is equally clear, however, that Congreve 

made substantial alterations. From only being portrayed via altero-characterisations in the epic, and 

never even speaking herself, the character in the oratorio is complex and “a full-length portrait”.143 

Furthermore, the traits which have been added or enhanced largely portray Semele in a negative 

light, as discussed above. On the other hand, because of how she is characterised both initially and 

while she is dying, beseeching and repentant, respectively, I would argue that this character also 

evokes greater empathy than her classical counterpart.  

 Having seen how the oratorio differs from its primary source material, we will now move on 

to the possible reasons behind these divergences regarding the characterisation of Semele. 

 

5.2 Interpretations of Semele 
Some of the changes made to Ovid’s myth can simply be attributed to practicalities. Since the story 

as it is told in the Metamorphoses is far too short to constitute the synopsis of an entire opera on its 

own, Congreve needed to embellish the main plot, as well as add a subplot. This could also help to 

explain why Semele has become a more developed character here compared to her epic counterpart. 

However, this does not fully account for the richness of this portrayal, on which several scholars 

have commented.144 Furthermore, it does not explain why the character has been portrayed in 

precisely this manner, as it could have been possible, for example, to characterise her in a far more 

positive light. One can therefore speculate whether this myth has been used to convey a certain 

message or moral.  

 It is for example conceivable that Congreve wanted to warn against the dangers of ambition 

and lust for power, as David Thomas suggests.145 One could even go so far as to imagine the gods 

symbolising the ruling classes and Semele the bourgeoisie,146 which would give the oratorio a highly 

political undertone. On a similar note, it has been suggested that Handel used the oratorio to parody 

Amalie von Wallmoden (1704-1765) one of the mistresses of king George II (1683-1760).147 This 

 
143 Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 372. 
144 E.g. ibid.; Martindale, introduction, 10; Sadie, ‘Semele’. 
145 David Thomas, William Congreve (London: Macmillan Press, 1992), 115. 
146 Cf. Christiane Wiesenfeldt, ‘Schiller trifft Händel im “Mythos Weimar”: Zu einem Sonderfall der Händel-Rezeption 
des frühen 20. Jahrhunderts’, in Göttinger Handel-Beiträge, ed. Laurenz Lutteken and Wolfgang Sandberger, vol. 16 
(Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015), 98. 
147 E.g. Edward Greenfield, ‘Handel Semele’, Gramophone, 1993.  
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could not have been the intention of Congreve, given the time at which the libretto was written, but 

he could have had the mistress of a previous regent in mind, namely Elisabeth Hamilton (1657-

1733), mistress of William III (1650-1702).148  

 All these interpretations could explain why Semele is portrayed in a negative light and with 

such “dangerous ambition”, to quote Jupiter (36). And given that her desire for immortality is more 

or less the direct cause of Semele’s downfall, it would seem evident that the oratorio wishes to 

portray the risk of hubris and too high aspirations. This is underlined by the fact that, as shown 

above, her ambitious wish is a clear divergence from Ovid’s characterisation of Semele. 

Furthermore, Congreve’s tragedy, The Mourning Bride (1697), touches upon a similar subject, as 

one of the characters admits:  
O my Son, from the blind Dotage 
Of a Father's Fondness these Ills arose; 
For thee I've been ambitious, base, and bloody: 
For thee I've plung'd into this Sea of Sin; 
Stemming the Tide, with one weak Hand, and bearing 
With the other, the Crown, to wreath thy Brow, 
Whose Weight has sunk me 'ere I reach'd the Shore.149 

 However, I believe the notion that Congreve wrote this libretto in order to deliver a strong 

moral or political message should be approached with some caution. Firstly, his other dramatic 

works would not appear to be primarily concerned with teaching a virtuous lesson. Rather, as was the 

case after the premiere of Handel’s Semele,150 Congreve’s plays received criticism for being 

immoral, not moralising.151 Also, he has been described as writing with “a wit that was able to 

override the tragic religious and political divisions of the period”,152 which would seem at odds with 

a desire to take a strong and public stand in political matters. Furthermore, without delving in too 

much speculation regarding his personal convictions, I would argue that it is unlikely that a Whig153 

should write a libretto which argues in favour of absolutism, and equally odd that he would mock the 

mistress of the king which had been supported by the Whigs.154 

 
148 Cf. Tim Ashley, ‘Semele, Coliseum, London’, The Guardian, 20 November 2004. 
149 William Congreve, The Mourning Bride. A Tragedy. (Dublin: Peter Wilson, 1757), 65. 
150 Burrows et al., George Frideric Handel, 162. 
151 The most famous example being theatre critic Jeremy Collier’s (1650-1726) pamphlet A Short View of the Immorality 
and Profaneness of the English Stage (1698). 
152 Erskine-Hill and Lindsay, William Congreve, 2. 
153 Ibid., 11. 
154 The Whigs were a political faction, later party, which supported the Glorious Revolution (the deposition of the 
Catholic king James II by the Protestant king William III in 1688-89) and argued in favour of constitutional monarchy, 
rather than absolutism. 
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 Although it is possible that Semele was written as a, somewhat outdated, satirical portrayal of 

Elisabeth Hamilton, one could also argue that the characterisation is simply in accordance with how 

Congreve had portrayed female characters previously. For example, in The Way of the World (1700), 

Congreve’s last play, Mrs. Marwood is having an affair with a married man, and Mrs. Fainall has 

previously been the mistress of Mirabell, the main protagonist. Furthermore, as has been referenced 

above and pointed out in previous scholarship,155 Congreve’s comedies generally include a great 

number of innuendos and bawdiness. In other words, when one takes into consideration that the 

lewdness in Semele is not specific for this particular work by Congreve, it is not given that he 

portrayed Semele in this way in order to mock or criticise an extramarital affair.  

 Moving from Congreve to Handel, apart from the aforementioned speculation that the 

composer might have seen Semele as parodying Amalie von Wallmoden, not much research has 

been done on how he interpreted this libretto or why he chose to set this work to music, in particular. 

Dean, however, puts forth that Handel simply liked the story, and that the composer “has no social or 

moral occupations”.156 Although nothing concrete is provided to substantiate this claim, given that 

Handel’s religious and political beliefs would appear to agree with Congreve’s,157 it is not entirely 

unlikely that his opinions regarding this myth would be in agreement with the librettist as well. In 

any case, as was shown in the previous chapter, Handel’s music helps to amplify and/or clarify the 

characterisations of Congreve, not contradict them, and therefore, even if his personal opinions 

differed greatly from that of the librettist, this would not seem to have been manifested in his music. 

Furthermore, while, as we have seen, his music can contribute to the oratorio’s characterisation, the 

composer does not have as much autonomy as the librettist in this regard, I would argue. Therefore, I 

will not dwell further on Handel’s intentions with the characterisation. 

 In short, there are several indications which suggest that some of these interpretations of 

Semele are more likely than others. However, it is difficult to accept or dismiss any of them with 

absolute certainty. Nevertheless, given the prominence of Semele’s ambition to become immortal 

throughout almost the entire oratorio and that this is what Juno uses to orchestrate her downfall, I 

believe it is more probable that this is the interpretation which the creators intended to convey. I 

would also argue that this reading is the one most fitting to Congreve’s previous writing and his 

political allegiance. 

  

 
155 J. Ahluwalia, The Comedy of the Eighteenth Century. (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers & Distributors, 1993), 27. 
156 Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques, 370. 
157 Ellen T. Harris, ‘Handel, George Frideric’. In Encyclopedia of the Enlightenment. Oxford University Press, 2002.  
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5.3 Semele and Preceding Characterisations 
In the previous section we saw how the changes made to Ovid’s myth could be the result of a 

message the creators wished the oratorio to convey. I will now compare this adaptation’s 

characterisation of Semele to that of previous texts, both ancient and post-classical, in order to see 

the former’s characterisation in a greater context. However, I do not mean to imply that Congreve 

and Handel had knowledge of all, or even any, of these works, but rather that, regardless of authorial 

intent, one interpretation can influence a subsequent, even obliquely.158 Or that Congreve and 

Handel, independent of the chain of receptions, could have interpreted the original source material in 

a manner similar to their predecessors. Furthermore, as stated in the introduction, the comparisons 

will enable me to see the oratorio’s Semele in an even sharper light. 

 As we saw in chapter 2, classical literature contains several different versions of the myth of 

Semele, and subsequently characterise her in disparate ways. However, it is difficult to find many 

similarities between these texts and the oratorio which are not also present in the Metamorphoses. 

For example, in none of the classical texts is Semele characterised with a desire to attain immortality. 

The closest instance would be Bibliotheca Historica III. 64. 3-4, where Semele is persuaded by Hera 

that seeing Zeus in all his glory would bestow great honour upon her. However, this motivation is 

entirely Hera’s doing, as Semele here, unlike in the oratorio, is not shown to have any similar 

aspirations before her encounter with the goddess. 

 In addition, although Semele is characterised in several different ways throughout antiquity, 

as is evident from of the self-contradictory nature of her ancient maximal character, none of these 

works characterise Semele with the same complexity as Congreve and Handel. As has been 

discussed previously, this could be explained with the classical texts’ lack of auto-characterisation, 

as well as the brevity of these narratives, especially when compared to the oratorio.  

 It is also difficult to find ancient works which pass any moral judgment on Semele. For 

example, unlike several of the medieval mythographies, the classical texts do usually not portray her 

as lascivious, and if they do, this trait is not regarded as particularly worthy of blame. This can be 

illustrated by looking at the Fabulae by Hyginus, where Semele is convinced by Juno that 

experiencing Jupiter’s true splendour will enhance her pleasure. We are not here given any indication 

that this in any way should be regarded as a moral failing on Semele’s part, or that she in some way 

could be blamed for her own death. Similarly, in the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women, Semele is not 

shown to be at fault in any way for attracting the attention of Actaeon in addition to Zeus. One could 

argue that this is the case in the Thebaid, where Semele is described as inproba, but, as was 

 
158 Cf. Martindale and Thomas, introduction, 4. 
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discussed previously, it is generally agreed that this refers to her ‘brazen’ wish to see Jupiter’s true 

appearance, not her ‘shameless’ lust.  

 In this regard there is a notable shift from the classical literature to the works in the chain of 

receptions, as Semele was interpreted, and denounced, as a symbol of lust from c. 500, with 

Fulgentius’ Mythologiae, and continued to be regarded as such throughout the Middle Ages. Given 

the oratorio’s highly erotic undertones, it would seem like the myth of Semele evoked similar 

associations with Congreve as it had done for over 1000 years, and that the oratorio therefore clearly 

fits into this post-classical tradition. 

 I would argue, however, that Semele herself is not characterised as very lustful or, to quote 

David Hurwitz, “defiantly nymphomaniacal”.159 Rather, like the submaximal character in Thomas 

Heywood’s The Silver Age, she can exploit Jupiter’s ardour in order to be granted her wish. This trait 

would therefore be better suited to describe Semele’s lover rather than Semele herself. 

 In addition to this, there are other aspects which the character in Semele shares with the 

character in The Silver Age. For instance, the latter also expresses a desire for a divinity, as well as 

pride in her own good looks. Similarly, Les Amours de Jupiter et de Sémélé by Claude Boyer 

portrays a haughty character who believes that she can use her relationship with Jupiter to exalt her 

own status. Furthermore, in this play Semele is engaged to a mortal prince whom she rejects in 

favour of Jupiter, thereby going against her father’s wish, and she can be described as a more 

dynamic character than the former instantiations. In other words, several of the traits with which 

Semele is characterised in the oratorio show similarities to previous submaximal characters.  

 In summary, we see that there are both similarities and differences between Semele and the 

works which had portrayed her previously, although the similarities are mainly found in the works in 

the chain of receptions, rather than the ancient texts. Like most of the other post-classical works 

examined in this thesis, the oratorio largely characterises Semele unfavourably, and although she is 

not shown to be as lustful as some of the other submaximal characters, Semele’s general tone is 

fittingly lascivious. However, like some of the ancient texts, Semele’s sexuality is not on its own the 

subject of condemnation. Furthermore, several of the traits which can be found in previous 

dramatizations of the myth has also been attributed to Semele in the oratorio, for example her vanity, 

her aspirations for divinity, and her scorn of a mortal suitor in favour of Jupiter. 

 Whether this indicates that the oratorio’s creators had knowledge of the works to which 

Semele has some resemblance, I do not wish to discuss here, as it would be little more than mere 

speculation. Furthermore, it would imply that Congreve was lacking artistic creativity, or maybe, by 

 
159 Hurwitz, Listening to Handel, 53. 
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modern standards at least, even plagiarist. And these are traits which, as far as I know, have not been 

ascribed to him in scholarship. It is nevertheless clear that the oratorio follows certain patterns of 

how Semele is characterised. However, this does not necessarily disprove that Congreve might have 

made conscious choices when characterising Semele because he wanted to convey a certain message, 

as discussed in the previous section. Rather, it is possible, for example, that he saw the Ovidian story 

fit to use as the basis for a libretto warning against the dangers of ambition because of how he 

interpreted the myth, which would seem to be not entirely dissimilar from previous readings.  

 Before the final conclusion, I also wish to discuss briefly to which types of transformation 

Semele belongs. As mentioned in the introduction, Bergemann, Dönike, Schirrmeister, Toepfer, 

Walter, and Weitbrecht, whose definition of ‘transformation’ I adhere to, have also defined several 

types of transformations according to how the ancient material is transformed. The authors 

themselves point out that “the distinctions between them are largely determined by the perspective of 

the observer”,160 and it is therefore difficult to determine with certainty to which type Semele 

belongs. Therefore, while the reader might disagree with the selection, I have here chosen the two 

types which, while they are not in complete agreement, I believe can help to describe how Semele 

has been changed, focusing on different aspects of the transformation. 

 Based on the analysis above, I would argue that the oratorio’s transformation of Semele is a 

form of ‘hybridization’, i.e. “a transformation in which novel cultural configurations are formed 

from elements of the reference and reception cultures”.161 In other words, while it is clear that the 

characterisation of Semele in the oratorio has its roots in ancient literature, one can also see several 

distinctive elements which are more connected to the post-classical Christian interpretations. In 

addition, the oratorio’s transformation can also be described as a ‘translation’, which is not 

necessarily a literal translation but rather a “transformation that transposes content from a reference 

sphere into a reception culture, thereby recombining it under changed circumstances”,162 the 

changed circumstances being not only a new era but also a new art form. 

 In short, while there are several ways of describing how Handel’s oratorio transform the 

characterisation of Semele, it is clear that the transformation is extensive. I would also emphasise 

that although the oratorio portrays Semele with several traits which match antecedent submaximal 

characters, she also stands out because of the many characteristics which are not found elsewhere. 

The result is a character far more complicated than previous instantiations, with whom one can 

sympathise despite her more unappealing traits.   

 
160 Bergemann et al., ‘Transformation: A Concept for the Study of Cultural Change’, 16. 
161 Ibid., 20. 
162 Ibid., 23 
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6. CONCLUSION 
The starting point of this thesis was the desire to investigate the differences between the 

characterisation of Semele in Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Handel’s Semele, as the character had 

seemingly been transformed drastically from the epic to the oratorio, turning her into a more 

dislikeable character. It was also my ambition to find possible reasons behind this change. A 

comparative analysis of both these works showed that while there is indeed a marked difference 

between the two submaximal characters, the Ovidian epic does ascribe Semele with some of the 

same traits as the oratorio, such as vanity, ambition and naiveté.  

By moreover examining other ancient texts in which Semele appears, it became clear that 

although they portray her in a variety of manners, apart from a few details, it is difficult to draw any 

similarities between these works and the oratorio regarding the characterisation of Semele. The 

disparity between the oratorio and the classical texts is strengthened by the fact that, despite their 

differences, all the other ancient sources align with the Metamorphoses regarding their lack of 

condemnation of Semele. From the 6th century onwards, on the other hand, there is a strong tendency 

to see her in a decidedly negative light, and by the mid-17th century she has been characterised 

unrestrained in lust and intoxication, unfaithful, haughty and hubristic.  

 However, although one can see similarities between the oratorio’s characterisation of Semele 

and those of several of the preceding works, mainly those in the chain of receptions, Congreve’s 

Semele is much more complicated, as she is also ascribed with traits which put her in a more positive 

light and make her somewhat redeemable. Furthermore, the character is, I would argue, used to warn 

against the dangers of ambition, as Semele’s ambitious desire to become immortal is not only the 

indirect cause of her death and one of her most defining features in the oratorio, it is also one of the 

traits which this submaximal character does not very clearly share with many of its predecessors. 

In short, it becomes clear that although this musical adaptation’s characterisation of Semele 

and its interpretation of the ancient myth is not entirely original, it nevertheless provides a complex 

and unique portrait of this transtextual character, and the Ovidian character has indeed been 

thoroughly transformed.  

 As stated in the introduction, in addition to examining the transformation of Semele, with this 

thesis I aimed to make a small contribution to the study of classical reception in music more 

generally. For example, I hope that by showing the connection between the libretto and the music 

and demonstrating how the latter can be a part of a literary analysis, scholars can be inspired to do 

likewise in future research. Furthermore, I wished to underline that opera is not the only musical 

genre in which classical culture is received. On a more overarching level I have hopefully 
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contributed to our understanding of the importance of the chain of receptions by showing not only 

how it can help to explain why a classical text is received in a particular manner but also that it can 

make modern readers aware of how the classical text has been interpreted previously. 

 Although I have here shed some light on a few issues, there were many aspects which, 

because of the limitations of a master’s thesis, could not be examined, regarding both the oratorio 

and the development of the characterisation of Semele throughout antiquity and the following 

centuries, in music and otherwise. I therefore present them here as possible avenues for further 

research. 

As Handel’s Semele has been performed as an opera on several occasions, it is for example 

possible to explore how this changes the work by examining how a particular production interprets it. 

It is also possible to do a comparative analysis of two different operatic productions or of one 

operatic production and one concert performance, which would show how the two genres differ from 

one another in terms of how they present the same work. For example, might it be that a concert 

performance provides the audience with an experience which more closely resembles the intentions 

of the composer, whereas an opera can give the characterisations more richness because of the visual 

additions?  

Furthermore, given that Congreve’s libretto was set to music twice, it would be interesting to 

see if Eccles’ music somehow changes the characterisation of Semele compared to Handel’s, or if the 

editions made to the original libretto before it was set to music by Handel alters the text’s portrayal. 

For example, a very superficial comparison of the music Eccles composed to Semele’s death scene, a 

short secco recitative, with Handel’s longer, more elaborate and decidedly mournful, accompagnato 

recitative (68) indicates that the former might not evoke as much empathy from the audience as the 

latter. From this one might infer that Semele’s death is portrayed as less tragic than in Eccles’ opera, 

which removes some of the complexity to Semele’s character. Also, as stated previously, Semele’s 

arguably most hubristic aria, ‘Endless pleasure’ (23), was originally not written for her, but for the 

second augur, and is therefore not a part of Semele’s characterisation in Eccles’ version. This could 

indicate that hubris is not as clearly attributed to her here. But this is for further research to explore. 

Furthermore, there are several other musical works which succeeded Congreve’s libretto that 

are also based on the myth of Semele, like the opera Sémélé (1709) by Marin Marais (1656-1728), 

Friderich von Schiller’s (1759-1805) Semele: Eine lyrische Operette (1782), and Sémélé (1889), a 

cantata by Paul Dukas (1865-1935). As these compositions span two centuries, thereby belonging to 

different musical periods and cultural backgrounds, it is likely that their portrayals of Semele differ 

from one another, just like the musical works treated in this thesis. For this reason, it is possible that 
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the characterisation of Semele changes even more, and this is therefore in need of research if the 

development of the portrayal of Semele is to be understood more completely.  

Also, when moving from specifically musical works, Semele does not appear to have 

received much attention in scholarship, despite being a relatively prominent figure in literature for 

several centuries. For example, as mentioned above, I have not been able to find research which 

examines Semele in the Eastern chain of reception. For instance, whereas we have seen that the 

literature in the Latin West interpreted Semele as representing lust and intoxication, is this the case in 

Byzantine texts? Or is it possible to discern any differences in how Semele is portrayed after Ovid is 

reintroduced to Byzantine culture by Planudes?  

 Although there are still many areas left to explore before the characterisation of Semele, both 

in general and in Handel’s oratorio in particular, can be fully grasped, I nevertheless hope to have 

given the reader an impression of how variedly this transtextual character has been portrayed and 

interpreted over the course of over 2000 years and how Semele fits into this tradition.  
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APPENDIX  

Extracts from Handel’s Semele163  
 

 
Ex. 1 Bars 16-26 from ‘Myself I shall adore’ (54) 

  

 
163 The passages or chords referred to in the analysis have been highlighted for the convenience of those readers not 
accustomed to reading sheet music. 
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Ex. 2 Bars 1-8 from ‘O Jove, in pity’ (5) 

 
Ex. 3 Bars 48-53 from ‘O Jove, in pity’ (5) 

 
Ex. 4 Bars 10-12 from ‘Ah me, too late I now repent’ (68) 
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Ex. 5 Bars 13-22 from ‘Ah me, too late I now repent’ (68) 


