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How might a psychoanalyst approach the myth of Pygmalion? Discuss with reference to Ovid’s account of the myth (Met. 10.243-297) and its surrounding context (the Propoetides and Myrrha).
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The psychoanalyst approach was created by Freud and was expanded on by his followers such as Jung making it the Psychodynamic approach.[footnoteRef:1] Freud wrote between the 1890’s and 1930’s developing his theories which became the psychodynamic approach. The basic assumptions of the psychoanalytic approach are; our feelings are affected by the unconscious, our behaviour and feelings as adults are rooted in childhood experiences, all behaviour has a cause therefore all behaviours are determined, and personality is made up of three arts (the id, ego and super-ego).[footnoteRef:2] Freud believed that psychanalysis should be used to make the unconscious conscious. Metamorphosis means to change shape or form.[footnoteRef:3] This fits with a psychoanalytic approach as it is a deterministic approach, therefor the behaviours of the characters in the myths and their transformations must happen such as a child becoming an adult. The myths of Propoetides, Pygmalion and Myrrha appear in book 10 of Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses’.  These myths revolve around Pygmalion and his statue Galatea, and desire.  [1:  https://www.simplypsychology.org/psychodynamic.html]  [2:  https://www.simplypsychology.org/psychodynamic.html]  [3:  https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/metamorphosis] 


Psychoanalysts assess that humans have hidden desires. The tree myths of Propoetides, Pygmalion and Myrrha are all sung by Orpheus and Ovid announced that they all contain the theme of girls being punished for their forbidden desires. According to the approach it is these desires that drive their behaviour. Propoetides becomes a prostitute, Pygmalion’s statue become a woman made of flesh and Myrrha desires to sleep with her father. Each character had their own forbidden desire for which they must choose whether to act upon or not. Propoetides disbelief in Venus as a goddess causes her to become a prostitute. Pygmalion’s lack of desire towards those like Propoetides drives him to create his perfect woman and pray to the gods there was a real woman as lovely as her. Myrrha’s desire towards her father is the driving force behind her eventual state of being between living and dead. 

The assumption that instincts or drives motivate our behaviour such as libido and aggressive instincts present from birth can be seen in the myth of Propoetides. Propoetides denied Venus’ divinity and in the goddess’s rage “made them the first”.[footnoteRef:4] Propoetides was turned to a prostitute to “prostitute their bodies charms”.[footnoteRef:5] Venus take her place as the creator of prostitution, Ovid gives a twist to the myth as Cyprus was notorious for its prostitution. Ovid writes that Propoetides’ shame retreated, and she acted on these instincts after Venus turned her into a prostitute, this would have been shameful for women to be seen naked by many men, thus making it key for Ovid to state that her shame retreated. After seeing this woman Pygmalion determined he was “not interested in women” and became celibate though the yearning obviously remained. Pygmalion’s disinterest in women could be his metamorphosis; he changes into an adult who does not with to act upon a desire for a woman whom sells her body.  [4:  Ovid, Metamorphoses, 10.236]  [5:  Ovid, Metamorphoses 10.238 ff.] 


Another assumption of the psychoanalytic approach is that psychoanalysis should be used to make the unconscious conscious. This assumption suggests that Pygmalion unconsciously created his perfect woman by creating his statue as “such art his art concealed”, Ovid’s idea of the power of art to outdo or equal nature. The psychoanalytic approach of Freud believed that abnormality is rooted in childhood conflict that is stored in an individual’s unconscious and it is therefore out of the individual’s control. Pygmalion would not have been aware that his dislike for prostitutes was the cause of him creating his statue. The approach suggests that the person is a passive participant in their own life. Therefore, suggesting that Pygmalion was a passive participant in his own life and had no choice but to create his statue as his fate was already decided by the gods. This explains Pygmalion’s aversion to other women as he was already fated to create his perfect match. 

The psychoanalytic approach assumes that early childhood experiences determine our personality and adult behaviour. In Ovid’s myth of Pygmalion, Ovid concludes that Pygmalion and his statue have a relationship suggesting early childhood experiences of positive relationships, thus allowing Ovid to form attachments like Pygmalion. This is opposed to Shaw’s Pygmalion where his negative childhood experience of relationships makes him unable to imagine the formation of a bond between Pygmalion and his creation. Shaw’s refusal to have Eliza (Galatea) and Henry (Pygmalion) be together testifies to his doubts that a relationship which started in such a way could form a successful marriage.[footnoteRef:6] In Shaw’s Pygmalion Henry’s “ego was the master of the situation and he was able to desexualise and sublimate his erotic interests in women, which always had the outer form of a love affair”.[footnoteRef:7] Shaw’s conscious determinants in ‘Pygmalion’ are in juxtaposition the preconscious and unconscious ones.[footnoteRef:8] There are connections between the plot of ‘Pygmalion’ and Shaw’s difficult childhood, family history and severe conflicts about relationships with women.[footnoteRef:9] According to Finucci and Schwartz Pygmalion rejects the real world as deficient and incomplete. Freud suggests that the fetish; Pygmalion’s obsession with his statue, is an attempt to cover up a particular lack which affronts his narcissistic investment in his own body.[footnoteRef:10] Therefore, his obsession with Galatea replaces “a quite special penis that had been extremely important in early childhood but was afterwards lost”.[footnoteRef:11] [6:  Loving Psychoanalysis ]  [7:  Shaw’s Childhood and Pygmalion, p551]  [8: Shaw’s Childhood and Pygmalion, p551]  [9:  Shaw’s Childhood and Pygmalion, p551
]  [10: Desire in the Renaissance, p128]  [11:  Desire in the Renaissance, p128] 


Psychoanalysts believe that people cope with unconscious conflicts by developing defence mechanisms and that these are illustrated in myths. The conflict is between Myrrha’s superego (morality principle) and id (pleasure principle), and is negotiated by the ego (reality principle)[footnoteRef:12] which creates Myrrha’s struggle between her sexual desire for her father and the social shame she would face for acting upon it. this shows that she has developed a defence mechanism for dealing with this struggle.[footnoteRef:13] Myrrha chooses to act as though the desire is not there which is a form of denial,[footnoteRef:14] she is refusing to accept the feelings she has towards her father, she wants to be neither dead or alive[footnoteRef:15] and is consequently denying the emotions which she feels. It could also be said that Myrrha repressed these feelings towards her father as her nurse tries to make her supress this infatuation if she promises not to try and kill herself again.[footnoteRef:16] This results in a state which is “neither life or death, but something in between”.[footnoteRef:17] This conflict needs to be expressed in some way which has been given a physical symptom as the cause of her attempted suicide.  [12:  https://www.simplypsychology.org/psyche.html]  [13:  https://www.simplypsychology.org/defense-mechanisms.html]  [14: Ovid, Metamorphoses 10.484-85]  [15:  Classical Mythology and Psychoanalysis, Chapter 15]  [16:  Ovid, Metamorphoses, 10.298-513]  [17:  Classical Mythology and Psychoanalysis, Chapter 15] 


During Freuds’ phallic stage of the psychosexual stages fixation can occur, fixation during this stage can lead to a jealous and anxious adult. Freud began to develop the idea of an “Electra” complex as a female equivalent of the Oedipus complex, elements of the Electra complex can be identified in the myth. The Oedipus complex states that boys experience intense sexual feelings towards their mother; which is what Myrrha feels for her father. This intense sexual desire causes anxiety which Myrrha needed to combat. The Electra complex suggests that Myrrha went through an identification stage; during this stage she would learn to identify with her mother so as her mother sees her as an ally rather than a rival for her father’s affections. In Ovid’s myth the Nurse appears to be the mother figure which may be why Myrrha agrees to deny her feelings and not try to kill herself. 

In conclusion a Psychoanalyst would approach the myth of Pygmalion by focusing on what behaviours Pygmalion’s unconscious may have caused him to carry out, such as his repulsion of Propoetides. Propoetides is a key part in understanding why Pygmalion has no interest in women, without this knowledge it would be difficult to understand where his desire to create his statue came from. Myrrha is also important in understanding the context of Pygmalion’s actions as she acts upon hers and ends up neither dead or alive compared to Pygmalion who is happy and gets the woman of his dreams. Surrounding context is important in psychoanalysis as it is the basis of understanding where the behaviours stem from and how to tackle those which are counterproductive such as having an incestuous relationship with one’s father. The basic assumptions of the approach would hep a psychoanalyst decide what techniques are most useful when doing psychoanalysis. 
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