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Introduction

This essay will critically compare representations of the moon in three primary sources: ‘Prayer to Selene for any spell’ (fourth century C.E. in extant form) from the Greek Magical Papyri (PGM IV. 2785-2890), Three Books of Occult Philosophy: Book Two, Celestial Magic (1533) by Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486-1535), and ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ (1961) by Sylvia Plath (1932-1963).[footnoteRef:1] After introducing these sources, this essay will analyse how each source presents the moon as being: potentially empathetic and maternal. Whether or not the moon has been described as autonomous will be investigated within these two themes. [1:  ‘PGM IV. 2785-2890: Prayer to Selene for any spell’, trans. by Edward N. O’Neil, in The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, ed. Hans Dieter Betz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 90-92; Three Books of Occult Philosophy: Book Two, Celestial Magic, trans. by James Freake (London: Gregory Moule, 1651; repr., ed. by Donald Tyson, St. Paul, MN: Llewellyn Publications, 1993), pp. 233-437; Sylvia Plath, ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’, in The Collected Poems: Sylvia Plath, ed. by Ted Hughes (New York: Harper & Row, 1981), pp. 172-173.] 


What modern scholars have dubbed the Greek Magical Papyri (Latin: Papyri Graecae Magicae; PGM) have been described by Hans Dieter Betz as ‘a body of papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt containing a variety of magical spells and formulae, hymns and rituals’, some perhaps used as ancient magicians’ directions.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will refer to Edward N. O’Neil’s English translation of the ‘Prayer to Selene’ from The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, edited by Betz.[footnoteRef:3] As Betz has reported, the extant PGM IV has been dated to the fourth century C.E., whilst Radcliffe G. Edmonds III has stated that ‘scholarly consensus places most of the originals’ being copied or recopied ‘as early as two centuries prior’.[footnoteRef:4] The ‘Prayer to Selene’ is one of a group of writings in the papyri in which the moon is addressed and invoked through the epithets and names of various celestial deities – often Hekate, Selene, and/or Artemis, between whom Christopher A. Faraone has noted a syncretism dating to the ‘late classical period’.[footnoteRef:5] Faraone has offered Theocritus’s second Idyll of the early third-century B.C.E.. amongst the evidence of this.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Betz, ‘Introduction’, xli.]  [3:  PGM IV 2785-2890.]  [4:  Hans Dieter Betz, ‘List of Papyri in Preisendanz’, in The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, ed. Hans Dieter Betz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), xxiii; Radcliffe G. Edmonds III, ‘At the Seizure of the Moon: The Absence of the Moon in the Mithras Liturgy’, in Prayer, Magic, and the Stars in the Ancient and Late Antique World, ed. by Scott Noegel, Joel Walker, and Brannon Wheeler (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), p. 225.]  [5:  Christopher A. Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 133, 142.]  [6:  Faraone, Love Magic, p. 142.] 


Written c.1509/1510 C.E. and originally published in Latin in 1533 C.E. as the second volume of De occulta philosophia libri tres (‘Three Books of Occult Philosophy’), Agrippa’s Celestial Magic was not available as an English language publication until J.F’s translation of 1651 C.E..[footnoteRef:7] Christopher I. Lehrich has concluded that ‘J.F.’ was likely either James Freake or John French.[footnoteRef:8] J.F.’s translation, edited by Donald Tyson, will be used throughout this essay.[footnoteRef:9] Whilst not academically published, Tyson’s edition is referenced in Lehrich’s The Language of Demons and Angels published by Brill; implying potential reputability.[footnoteRef:10] Lehrich has described Agrippa as ‘one of the most influential magical thinkers of the Renaissance’, whilst Frances Yates has highlighted that De occulta philosophia is now seen as the indispensable handbook of Renaissance’ magic.[footnoteRef:11] Yates’s emphasis is firmly on the ‘now’, as she has argued the perception of Agrippa as a ‘black magician’ has long allowed him to be viewed –  popularly and academically – as an ‘absurd charlatan unworthy of serious attention’.[footnoteRef:12] Agreeing with both Lehrich and Yates regarding Agrippa’s importance, Glenn Alexander Magee has written that De occulta philosophia  was an ‘attempt at a complete synthesis of Hermetic philosophy, alchemy, and Kabbalah’; a compendium of magical thoughts ancient literature woven together to create a ‘remedy for the “chaotic” state of learning in his day’.[footnoteRef:13] As such, Celestial Magic might be considered a sixteenth-century compendium of ancient ideologies as much as of magic.  [7:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume 2: The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London: Continuum International, 2009; repr. London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), pp. 118-119.]  [8:  Christopher I. Lehrich, The Language of Demons and Angels: Cornelius Agrippa’s Occult Philosophy (Leiden: Brill, 2003), p. 239.]  [9:  Agrippa, Celestial Magic.]  [10:  Lehrich, Demons and Angels, pp. xi, 105 (footnote 14), 131 (footnote 67), 239. ]  [11:  Lehrich, Demons and Angels, p. 1; Frances Yates, The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (London: Routledge, 1979), p. 43.]  [12:  Yates, Occult Philosophy, p. 43.]  [13:  Glenn Alexander Magee, Hegel and the Hermetic Tradition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), pp. 30-31.] 


Plath was an American poet to whom the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry was posthumously awarded in 1982 for her Collected Poems, edited by Ted Hughes – himself both poet and Plath’s estranged widower.[footnoteRef:14] ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ from this edition which will be referred to throughout this essay. An English-language poem written in October 1961, ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ was completed less than sixteen months before Plath’s death.[footnoteRef:15] It was first published, posthumously, in the 1965 collection Ariel, surviving the cuts and emendations made by Hughes to Plath’s originally-conceived Ariel manuscript.[footnoteRef:16] According to Hughes, Plath wrote ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ upon his suggestion that she ‘make a poem’ of the ‘full moon setting’ that he had witnessed.[footnoteRef:17] Plath herself declared that the yew tree – rather than the moon – was the primary focus of the poem.[footnoteRef:18] Nicholas Campion has concluded that both Plath and Hughes were interested in astrology, referencing Hughes’s poem ‘Horoscope’ together with comments from Hughes’s friend, Al Alvarez.[footnoteRef:19] This suggests that Plath may have been particularly aware of symbolic connotations of the moon, as processed through her astrological studies. [14:  Linda Wagner-Martin, Sylvia Plath: A Literary Life, 2nd edn (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), x.]  [15:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, p. 173 (date).]  [16:  Ted Hughes, ‘Introduction’, in The Collected Poems: Sylvia Plath, ed. by Ted Hughes (New York: Harper & Row, 1981), pp. 14-15.]  [17:  Ted Hughes, ‘Notes on the chronological order of Sylvia Plath’s poems’, Tri-Quarterly, vol 7 (1966), p. 86.]  [18:  Sylvia Plath, ‘A Comparison (1962)’, in Sylvia Plath, Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams, intro. by Ted Hughes (London: Faber and Faber, 1979), p. 57.]  [19:  Campion, History of Western Astrology 2, pp. 247-248.] 




An Empathetic Moon

These three primary sources each describe a relationship with the moon which, if nothing else, has been entered into by the act of writing documents where the moon is described. This relationship extends within each description through attempts to bestow upon the moon an empathetic nature. Whilst making clear that empathy is hoped for, that a ‘Prayer to Selene’ exists perhaps hints that this was not considered to be a guarantee by either the original writer or later copier/compiler of the text. The magician calls upon the deified moon as ‘beloved mistress’ to ‘kindly hear my sacred chants’, and again to ‘be gracious with kindness’.[footnoteRef:20] In asking for rather than presuming kindness, this prayer’s necessity to coerce intercession appears implied. Equally highlighted is Selene’s status as a powerful entity capable of decision-making: Selene is presented as ‘you who protect the spacious world / At night’ whilst making both ‘daimons quake in fear / And gods immortal tremble’.[footnoteRef:21]  Edmonds has argued in this vein, having concluded that through the spells and prayers involving Selene in PGM IV, the magician ‘sees opportunities to manipulate the constraints of fate’ through coercion or deception’.[footnoteRef:22] This suggests that only by recognising Selene’s power and working with her might a magician achieve results they wish for, resting upon the presuppositions that Selene is an autonomous entity with the power to enact such work, and that there exist conditions where she would be disposed – perhaps through coercing her into empathy – to do so. [20:  PGM IV. 2786, 2787, 2827.]  [21:  PGM IV. 2828-2829.]  [22:  Edmonds, ‘Seizure of the Moon’, p. 235.] 


Agreeing with this view of autonomy, Plath’s speaker observes that the moon ‘is a face in its own right’.[footnoteRef:23] At this point in Plath’s poem, no gender is assigned to the moon, yet it is recognised as an entity capable not only of emotions – being ‘terribly upset’ whilst quietly expressing ‘the O-gape of complete despair’ – but also of hauling past mistakes (‘like a dark crime’) behind it.[footnoteRef:24] That it ‘is a face in its own right’  perhaps alludes to the moon’s relationship-status as Earth’s satellite and the Sun’s reflector: Plath may be attempting to reclaim the moon’s autonomy as a celestial body worthy of its own face, its own story apart from its relationships. Liz Yorke has concluded that Plath’s ‘critical consciousness of women’s emotional, erotic and economic loyalty and their subservience to men can be shown’ in the poetry of her final five years.[footnoteRef:25] Plath’s moon autonomously occupying space – both literal and philosophical – as a single entity might therefore be considered in line with her wider poetic corpus.  [23:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, ll. 8.]  [24:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, ll. 9, 10-11.]  [25:  Liz Yorke, Impertinent Voices: Subversive Strategies in Contemporary Women’s Poetry (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 66.] 


Underlining the feature that Plath is potentially attempting to free the moon from, Agrippa appears to have viewed the moon’s relationships – particularly with the sun – as its defining feature: ‘the Moon by virtue of the Sun is the mistress of generation, increase, or decrease’.[footnoteRef:26] That the moon’s power as a ‘mistress of’ anything is ‘by virtue of the Sun’ implies a hierarchy where the moon is subservient to the sun. Whilst Agrippa makes explicit that careful consideration of the moon is necessary for any hope of communication between humanity and ‘the superiors’, he does not personally deify it.[footnoteRef:27] Agrippa clarified that he was passing on information from pre-existing sources outside out of the acceptable, Christian worldview of contemporary Europe rather than creating or legitimising said information himself. Agrippa’s report that ‘Saint Thomas Aquinas that holy doctor…saith, that even garments, building and other artificial works…do receive a certain qualification from the stars’ intertwines acceptable, Christian knowledge with potentially-problematic magical practices.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Agrippa, Celestial Magic, p. 365.]  [27:  Agrippa, Celestial Magic, p. 366.]  [28:  Agrippa, Celestial Magic, p. 373.] 


A Maternal Moon

The specific characterisation of moon-as-mother is presented in each source, potentially reinforcing the case for an empathetic, autonomous moon. For Plath, the previously non-gendered moon becomes subsequently feminine after it is stated that ‘The moon is my mother’.[footnoteRef:29] That ‘She is not sweet like Mary’ – the famed Virgin mother of Jesus, whose ‘effigy, gentled by candles’ adorns this church’s interior – suggests that Plath’s moon-mother may, like Mary, represent a symbolic mother of humanity.[footnoteRef:30] Susan Bassnett has theorised that ‘there are two mothers here; the primitive mother of the night and the virginal mother of Christianity’ with Plath, for Bassnett, seeming ‘to suggest that it is the former that has a stronger claim over her, despite her yearnings for belief in tenderness’.[footnoteRef:31] Plath also highlights the moon’s potential autonomy: when ‘The moon sees nothing’ of the church’s interior it is unclear whether the moon has chosen not to see or whether it is simply unable to.[footnoteRef:32] Being ‘bald and wild’ need not necessarily blind moonlight if there are church windows through which to enter the building.[footnoteRef:33] Plath’s speaker complains of the ‘grasses unload[ing] their griefs on my feet as if I were God’, introducing a potential mirroring: perhaps the speaker is to those grasses as the moon is to the speaker, a symbolic mother whose face recognises but is turned away from their suffering.[footnoteRef:34] For Bassnett, Plath’s moon ‘oversees…all and cares for nothing except herself’: whether this is a reflection of Plath upon herself, her own mother, Mary, or none of these is unclear, both from ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ and Bassnett’s interpretation.[footnoteRef:35] [29:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, l. 17.]  [30:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, ll. 17, 20.]  [31:  Susan Bassnett, Sylvia Plath (London: Macmillan, 1987), p. 45.]  [32:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, l. 27.]  [33:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, l. 27.]  [34:  Plath, ‘Moon and Yew’, l. 3.]  [35:  Bassnett, Sylvia Plath, p. 46.] 


This characterisation of the moon as mother of humanity occurs, too, in the ‘Prayer to Selene’, where the feminine moon is explicitly a ‘goddess’ with ‘Fair offspring’, ‘mother of gods / And men, and Nature, Mother of all things’.[footnoteRef:36] When Selene is referred to as both ‘Subduer and subdued’, the idea that the moon is acted upon is reinforced through ‘subdued’.[footnoteRef:37] Yet Selene is ‘Subduer’, too – specifically as ‘mankind’s subduer’ and ‘force subduer’: an autonomous entity not only capable of force, but of subduing it in others.[footnoteRef:38] Edmonds has posited that this moon presented not only in the ‘Prayer to Selene’ but throughout PGM IV is ‘a hostile power’ unlike ’the beneficent intermediary and helper of the sun that appears in other cosmological systems’.[footnoteRef:39] Cosmological motherhood, then, is not necessarily understood to lead to sympathy towards humans.  [36:  PGM IV. 2830, 2832-2833.]  [37:  PGM IV. 2848.]  [38:  PGM IV. 2848-2849.]  [39:  Edmonds, ‘Seizure of the Moon’, p. 235.] 


Agrippa, too, has described the moon as ‘as the parent of all conceptions’ whose ‘motion is to be observed’ first and foremost due to this and the role of communicator between terrestrial and celestial that it allows.[footnoteRef:40] The moon’s intermediary role between humans and the wider cosmos is made explicit by Agrippa, ‘for thou shalt do nothing without the assistance of the Moon’ and ‘without the moon intermediating, we cannot at any time attract the power of the superiors’.[footnoteRef:41] This moon upon whom humans can call for help in translating their words to the wider cosmos could be interpreted as reinforcing an image of a parent helping their child to understand – and be understood by – the wider world. Amy Mullin has concluded that Iris Marion Young’s concept of ‘asymmetrical reciprocity’ is evident in parent-child relationships – where the child cannot put themselves in the metaphorical shoes of their parent, yet shows through their actions that they believe that parent to exist as a separate emotional entity.[footnoteRef:42] Both Plath’s moon and the Selene of ‘Prayer to Selene’ have been represented with autonomous emotional abilities and could be perhaps be considered mothers by this definition. Yet, the moon of Celestial Magic appears entirely reliant upon its relationships, calling into question whether autonomy is being exerted or whether Agrippa has described an instrument to be wielded by humans or the sun as a means to an end of their – not the moon’s – choosing.  [40:  Agrippa, Celestial Magic, p. 366.]  [41:  Agrippa, Celestial Magic, pp.  357, 366.]  [42:  Amy Mullin, ‘Parents and Children: An Alternative to Selfless and Unconditional Love’, Hypatia, vol. 21, no. 1 (2006), pp. 182-183.] 


Conclusion

This essay has considered the portrayal of the moon in Plath’s ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’, Agrippa’s Celestial Magic, and the ‘Prayer to Selene’ found in PGM IV. These sources each appear to describe the desire for or presumption of a human-moon relationship. An autonomous moon capable of empathy towards humans appears in both ‘The Moon and the Yew Tree’ and the ‘Prayer to Selene’. Within these two sources, too, the moon is presented as a mother whose children cannot automatically rely on her empathetic nature. Where Plath’s moon feels but, perhaps selfishly, chooses not to care for at least one of her human children (the poem’s speaker), and Selene is a power open to coercion if spoken to appropriately, Agrippa’s moon is an intermediary product whose worth appears to be measured in its usefulness as an instrument carrying messages between the sun and humanity. Agrippa, in creating his compendium, appears to have detached the human aspect of the lunar-mother, human-child relationship and, with it, the characterisation of the moon as autonomous, potentially empathetic entity.
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