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A number of outstanding scholars, including Stith 
Thompson, Archer Taylor, Daniel Hoffman, Alan Dundes, 
and Richard M. Dorson, have speculated about the nature 
and form of folklore's influence upon literature.1 
However, most of these scholars limit their studies to 
the identification and analysis of "unadulterated" folk- 
lore in literature--in other words, folklore whose 
authenticity can be proved by comparatively recent 
observation and collection of it in oral tradition. 
Unfortunately, many of the folkloric allusions in 
literature are to narratives and motifs which are of 
clear folkloric heritage, but which were recorded 
without the benefit of today's scrupulous and compre- 
hensive field techniques. Consequently, the folkloric 
materials often referred to are available to us only 
in "tainted" collections and histories; hence, our 
knowledge of them is usually second- or third-hand. 
This may hamper our ability to study these material 
as true folklore texts, but at the same time we cannot 
ignore major folkloric traditions such as those 
created by the ancient Greeks and Semitic peoples, 
just because we have only "tainted" field data from 
which to work. Even if we as folklorists wished to 
avoid them, as students of the influence of folklore 
on literature we cannot, primarily because they have 
such a-wide currency with literary authors. As much 
as we may be skeptical of the folklore in Graves' or 
Hamilton's versions of the Greek myths, we must 
acknowledge two crucial points: first, a large part of 
that material is originally from oral tradition; and 
second, there are numerous allusions to that material 
in Western literature.2 

So if we are tostudy the influence of this 
"adulterated" folklore upon literature, we should 
employ a careful method of study that sheds the most 
light on both the folkloric item and the literary text 
that alludes to it. The scholars cited above already 



have suggested a methodology suitable for the study of 
"unadulterated" as well as "adulterated" folklore in 
literature. This methodology includes identifying the 
folkloric allusions in the literature, authenticating 
as well as possible the essential folkloric nature of 
the material or motifs alluded to (a major problem for 
"adulteratedt' folklore), and interpreting the 
significance of the use of that material within the 
work. We can test this methodology and observe first- 
hand the problem of literary allusions to "adulterated" 
folklore by considering John Barth's use of the Perseus 
legend in his novel, Chimera. 

Barth's Chimera draws extensively on the quasi- 
folkloric remains of Greek and Semitic folk narratives. 
The novel is a compilation of three novellas: the 
first alludes frequently to ~urton's translation of the 
Arabian Nights, while the second and third draw heavily 
on Graves' Greek Myths. 3 Because of the numerous 
references to and uses of this quasifolkloric material 
in Chimera, this essay focuses primarily on the use of 
one major folk narrative in the novel: the legend of 
Perseus. This narrative is centrally important to the 
second novella, The "Perseid," and of related importance 
to the third novella, the "Bellerophoniad." The essay 
will describe and authenticate the folkloric quality of 
the legend of Perseus, explicate the motifs and messages 
generally associated with that narrative, and document 
and interpret Barth's use of the legend in the context 
of Chimera. 

The legend of Perseus, which is actually more a 
Msrchen than a legend, is a folk narrative that has 
been redacted and retold over the years by numerous 
authors and collectors.4 One major version available 
to us, and which Barth by his own admission used 
(Chimera, p. 207), is found in Graves' Greek Myths. 5 

In turn, it was taken from classical authors such as 
Apollodorus, Pindar, Hyginus, Pausanius, and Ovid, who 
got their versions from still different sources, 
either oral or written. In brief, the story of Perseus 
involves the slaying of a snake/woman and a giant sea 
serpent in order to prevent an unwanted marriage for the 
mother figure, and to achieve a desired marriage for the 
hero. Even at the risk of repeating what most readers 



a l r e a d y  know, I would l i k e  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  major e v e n t s  
of t h e  s t o r y  of P e r s e u s  i n  o r d e r  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  
a u t h e n t i c a t i o n  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

According t o  Graves ,  King A c r i s i u s  had o n l y  a  
daughte r ,  Darae, and when h e  asked a n o r a c l e  how t o  
p r o c u r e  a male h e i r ,  was t o l d ,  "You w i l l  have no sons  
and your  grandson must k i l l  you." D e s p i t e  A c r i s i u s '  
p r e c a u t i o n s ,  Zeus impregnated Danae and s h e  b o r e  
Perseus .  A c r i s i u s  locked  mother and son  i n  a  wooden 
a r k  and c a s t  them i n t o  t h e  s e a .  They were rescued  by 
a  f i sherman ,  D i c t y s ,  who took them t o  h i s  b r o t h e r ,  
King Po$ydectes,  who r e a r e d  Perseus  i n  h i s  own house.  
Some y e a r s  p a s s e d ,  and P e r s e u s ,  grown t o  manhood, 
defended Danae a g a i n s t  P o l y d e c t e s ,  who t r i e d  t o  f o r c e  
mar r iage  upon h e r .  Under t h e  p r e t e n s e  of p l a n n i n g  
a n o t h e r  mar r iage ,  P o l y d e c t e s  asked  f o r  wedding g i f t s ,  
and P e r s e u s  r a s h l y  promised t o  g e t  whatever  g i f t  
P o l y d e c t ~  named. P o l y d e c t e s  promptly asked f o r  t h e  
head of Medusa, a woman w i t h  snakes  f o r  h a i r ,  who 
was s o  ugly  t h a t  s h e  l i t e r a l l y  p e t r i f i e d  a l l  m o r t a l s  
who gazed upon h e r .  With t h e  h e l p  o f  Athena and 
Hermes, Perseus  o b t a i n e d  a n  adamantine s i c k l e  and a  
s h i e l d  and t h e n  found t h e  t h r e e  Graeae,  who had a  
s i n g l e  eye  and t o o t h  among them. He s t o l e  t h e  eye  and 
t o o t h  as they  were b e i n g  passed  from one t o  t h e  o t h e r s  
and t h u s  f o r c e d  t h e  Graeaes t o  r e v e a l  t h e  l o c a t i o n  of 
t h e  S t y g i a n  Nymphs, from whom h e  c o l l e c t e d  a  p a i r  of 
winged s a n d a l s ,  a  magic w a l l e t ,  and a  helmet o f  
i n v i s i b i l i t y .  P e r s e u s  t h e n  found Medusa and 
d e c a p i t a t e d  h e r  w i t h  h i s  s i c k l e  by look ing  a t  h e r  
r e f l e c t i o n  i n  t h e  s h i e l d ,  and p l a c e d  h e r  head i n  h i s  
w a l l e t .  On h i s  way home, P e r s e u s  d i scovered  a  naked 
woman chained t o  a s e a  c l i f f ,  a r e s u l t  of h e r  mother ' s  
c l a i m  t o  r i v a l  t h e  gods. Consequent ly ,  t h e  d a u g h t e r ,  
Andromeda, was t o  be  o f f e r e d  a s  a  s a c r i f i c e  t o  t h e  
female  sea monster t h a t  had been s e n t  by t h e  gods t o  
pun ish  t h e  g i r l ' s  a r r o g a n t  mother .  Pe rseus  o b t a i n e d  
a  promise of mar r iage  i n  r e t u r n  f o r  s a v i n g  t h e  maiden, 
and promptly d e c a p i t a t e d  t h e  s e a  s e r p e n t ;  b u t  t h e  
mar r iage  t h a t  fo l lowed was i n t e r r u p t e d  by Andromeda's 
u n c l e ,  Agenor, who c la imed h e r  as h i s  b r i d e .  P e r s e u s  
was f o r c e d  t o  e x t r a c t  Medusa's head from h i s  w a l l e t  
and p e t r i f y  a l l  t h e  wedding g u e s t s  and fami ly  ( save  



Andromeda) who had t u r n e d  a g a i n s t  him. Upon r e a c h i n g  
home, P e r s e u s  r e p e a t e d  t h i s  a c t i o n  when P o l y d e c t e s  and 
h i s  f e a s t i n g  comFagy r e f u s e d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h e  had 
indeed  brought  back t h e  promised wedding g i f t .  
F i n a l l y ,  a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  games f o r  a n o t h e r  k i n g ,  
P e r s e u s '  d i s c u s  went a s t r a y ,  h i t  A c r i s i u s '  f o o t ,  and 
k i l l e d  him. 

Th is  s t o r y  l i n e  cor responds  t o  some e x t e n t  t o  t h e  
wide ly  popula r  t a l e  o f  "The Dragon S l a y e r "  (AT 300) .  
Also  e n t i t l e d  "The Rescue of t h e  P r i n c e s s , "  t h i s  ta le  
t y p e  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  s t o r y  of Perseus  a s  f o l l o w s :  

I. (h)  The Hero r e c e i v e s  a  sword 
11. The S a c r i f i c e  ( a )  A p r i n c e s s  i s  demanded 

a s  a  s a c r i f i c e  and (b)  exposed t o  a  dragon. 
She i s  o f f e r e d  t o  h e r  r e s c u e r  i n  mar r iage .  

There i s  c l e a r l y  more f o l k l o r i c  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  P e r s e u s '  
s t o r y  t h a n  t h i s  t a l e  t y p e  r e v e a l s ,  however. An 
examinat ion of t h e  s p e c i f i c  e v e n t s  and e lements  i n  t h e  
n a r r a t i v e  r e v e a l s  a  number of popula r  f o l k l o r i c  m o t i f s .  
These i n c l u d e :  

M343.2 "Prophecy: murder by grandson" 
M371 "Exposure o f  i n f a n t  t o  avo id  f u l f i l l m e n t  

of prophecy" 
S141 "Exposure i n  a  b o a t .  A pe rson  ( u s u a l l y  

a  c h i l d  o r  woman) s e t  a d r i f t  i n  a  b o a t  
( c h e s t ,  b a s k e t ,  cask)"  

M223 "Blind Promise (Rash ~ o o n ) "  
F526 .3  "Gorgon" 
D581 " P e t r i f i c a t i o n  by glance"  
H1332.3 "Quest f o r  Gorgon's head" 
HI211 "Quests a s s i g n e d  i n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  r i d  

of h e r o r r  
Dl081 "Magic Sword" 
D 1 l O 1 . l  "Magic S n i e l d "  
F512.1.2 " ~ h r e e  women have b u t  one eye  among 

them. P a s s  i t  around" 
F513.11  "Three women have b u t  one t o o t h  among 

them. P a s s  i t  around" 
K333.2 "Theft  from t h r e e  o l d  women who have b u t  

a  s i n g l e  e y e  among them. The h e r o  



s e i z e s  t h e i r  eye" 
D1361.15 "Magic cap renders  i n v i s i b l e "  
D1520.10.1 "Magic t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  by sanda ls t '  
D1532.4 "Magic s anda l s  bea r  person a l o f t "  
C54 "Tabu: r i v a l i n g  t h e  gods" 
B1l.10 " S a c r i f i c e  of human being t o  Dragon" 
R111.1.3 "Rescue of p r i n c e s s  (maiden) from 

Dragont1 
4551.3.4 "Transformation t o  s t o n e  a s  

punishmentt' 
A525.2 "Culture hero  s l a y s  h i s  g randfa ther"  

The ex t ens ive  occurrence of t h e s e  f o l k l o r i c  mo t i f s  i n  
Graves' ve r s ion  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  i n  c r e a t i o n  and i n  
essence ,  t h e  s t o r y  of Perseus i s  t h e  product of o r a l  
t r a d i t i o n .  We may have l o s t  t h e  exac t  a r t i s t i c  
s t y l i n g  of t h e  f o l k  n a r r a t o r s  and t h e  performance 
contex t  of t h e i r  t e l l i n g s ,  bu t  w e  s t i l l  have t h e  h e a r t  
of t h e i r  s t o r y .  And w e  can s t i l l  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  co re  of t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  

E s s e n t i a l l y ,  t h e  t a l e  of Perseus i s  t h e  s t o r y  of 
t h e  development of t h e  c h i l d  from boy t o  man, and of 
overcoming t h e  c h i l d i s h  f e a r s  and i n h i b i t i o n s  t h a t  
p revent  normal maturat ion.  Two major problems t h a t  
plague t h e  man-child a r e  h i s  awakening s e x u a l i t y  and 
h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  h i s  pa ren t s .  W e  can see t h e s e  
a n x i e t i e s  represen ted  f i c t i o n a l l y  i n  t h e  s t o r y  of 
Perseus.  I n  t h e  complex r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Perseus 
and h i s  va r ious  mother f i g u r e s  (Danae, Medusa, Athena, 
Casseopeia,  and t h e  female s e a  monster) and f a t h e r  
f i g u r e s  (Acr i s ius ,  D ic ty s ,  Po lydec tes ,  Hermes, Cepheus, 
and Agenor), w e  can s e e  a  developing dramat iza t ion  of 
t h e  c h i l d ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward h i s  pa ren t s .  And i n  t h e  
sequence of events  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  we can t r a c e  an 
a l l ego ry  of t h e  h e r o ' s  s u c c e s s f u l  a t ta inment  of 
s exua l  maturat ion.  A c l o s e r  examination of t h e  
s p e c i f i c  a c t i o n s  i n  t h e  t a l e  of Perseus should confirm 
our hypotheses: w e  w i l l  procegl chronologica l ly  through 
the  s t a y  . 

A t  t h e  o u t s e t  of t h e  s t o r y ,  t h e  l a t e n t  anx ie ty  
between pa ren t  and c h i l d  is  represen ted  symbol ica l ly  by 
t h e  prophecy t h a t  Perseus would k i l l  Ac r i s iu s .  It i s  



developed f u r t h e r  when A c r i s i u s  l o c k s  P e r s e u s  i n  a 
c h e s t  and sets him a d r i f t .  Th i s  a c t i o n  may be i n t e r -  
p r e t e d  v a r i o u s l y  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  p a r e n t i c h i l d  
r e l a t i o n s h i p :  a s  t h e  d r a m a t i z a t i o n  of t h e  s t i f l i n g  
i n f l u e n c e  of t h e  f a t h e r  f i g u r e ,  as a r e c r e a t i o n  of t h e  
a c t  of p r o c r e a t i o n  i n  which t h e  f a t h e r ' s  r o l e  i s  one of 
l i f e - g i v e r ,  o r  a s  a  symbol of t h e  f e t a l  ( o r  e a r l y )  
development of t h e  c h i l d .  A s  we might e x p e c t ,  t h e  
c h i l d  o f t e n  h a s  some d i f f i c u l t y  coping w i t h  t h e  
ambiguous r o l e  of t h e  f a t h e r  f i g u r e ,  who a p p e a r s  as 
b o t h  l i f e - g i v e r  and s t i f l i n g  l i f e - t h r e a t e n e r .  P e r s e u s  
responds by s p l i t t i n g  t h e  p a r e n t  f i g u r e  i n  two--one 
p a r t  e n t i r e l y  good and t h e  o t h e r  comple te ly  e v i l .  
Accordingly ,  i n  t h e  l egend  of  P e r s e u s ,  D i c t y s  p o r t r a y s  
t h e  benign f a t h e r  who a c t s  t h e  r o l e  of l i f e - g i v e r  and 
r e s c u e s  Perseus  from t h e  s e a ,  and P o l y d e c t e s  p l a y s  t h e  
e v i l  f a t h e r  who c h a l l e n g e s  t h e  son  f o r  t h e  a f f e c t i o n s  
o f  t h e  mother.  

A s  Pe rseus  matures ,  h i s  a f f e c t i o n  f o r  h i s  mother 
b e g i n s  t o  have s e x u a l  o v e r t o n e s ,  and h e  r e s e n t s  t h e  
s e x u a l  advances of t h e  f a t h e r  f i g u r e ,  P o l y d e c t e s ,  
toward h i s  mother.  The c h i l d  is  a t  an  awkward t u r n i n g  
p o i n t  i n  h i s  l i f e - - h e  must l e a r n  t o  cope w i t h  h i s  
i n c r e a s i n g  s e x u a l i t y  and t o  f r e e  himself  from t h e  
dominat ing i n f l u e n c e  and s t a g n a t i n g  s e c u r i t y  o f  h i s  
p a r e n t s .  There are two problems a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  
development of s e x u a l  awareness :  one is  t h a t  t h e  
c h i l d  i s  a p t  t o  be confused by t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between 
t h e  male and female s e x u a l  r o l e s ;  t h e  o t h e r  is t h a t  
t h e  c h i l d  is  a p t  t o  d i r e c t  some of h i s  s e x u a l  a t t e n t i o n  
toward t h e  p a r e n t  f i g u r e  i f  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s e x  ( i n  t h i s  
c a s e ,  Danae). Hence, w e  have P e r s e u s ' s  j e a l o u s y  of 
P o l y d e c t e s  and h i s  unconscious  c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  of h i s  
mother a s  Medusa, an  image of t h e  mother t a i n t e d  by t h e  
c h i l d ' s  s e x u a l  d e s i r e .  The snakes  su r rounding  Medusa's 
head symbol ize  b o t h  t h e  p h a l l i c  p r o j e c t i o n  of P e r s e u s '  
i n c e s t u o u s  l u s t  and h i s  c o n f u s i o n  of male and female  
s e x u a l i t y .  

Using h i s  new-found s e x u a l i t y  ( h i s  s i c k l e ) ,  P e r s e u s  
d e s t r o y s  t h e  image of h i s  mother t h a t  a roused  h i s  
s e x u a l  d e s i r e ,  t h r e a t e n e d  t o  p e t r i f y  him f o r e v e r  a s  a  
c h i l d  dependent upon and i n  l o v e  w i t h  h i s  mother,  and 



represen ted  h i s  confusion of male and female s e x u a l i t y .  
Once he has  r i d  himself of t h e  dominating and s t i f l i n g  
attachment t o  h i s  mother, Perseus is  f r e e  t o  t u r n  h i s  
a t t e n t i o n s  n a t u r a l l y  t o  Andromeda. The embodiment of 
h i s  s exua l  and p a r e n t a l  a n x i e t i e s ,  however, r i s e s  once 
more from t h e  s e a  of h i s  unconscious. And once more he 
d e c a p i t a t e s  t h e  t h r e a t  wi th  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  of h i s  own 
r i g h t f u l  male s e x u a l i t y .  

F i n a l l y ,  i n  r e l a t e d  a c t i o n s ,  Perseus r i d s  himself 
of t h e  dominating f a t h e r  f i g u r e  by succes s ive ly  doing 
away wi th  Agenor, Po lydec tes ,  and Acr i s iu s .  Perseus 
des t roys  t h e  psychologival  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of t h e  
f a t h e r  f i g u r e  (Agenor and Polydec tes )  by t u rn ing  upon 
them t h e  t h r e a t  they seem t o  ho ld  f o r  him; i n  o t h e r  
words, he p e t r i f i e s  t h e  f i g u r e s  who t h r e a t e n  t o  hold 
him o r  who fo reve r  regard  him a s  a  c h i l d .  I n  s h o r t ,  
he l eaves  h i s  outgrown and outda ted  concept ion of them 
i n  t h e  p a s t  wh i l e  he grows up and goes on t o  l i v e  i n  
t h e  f u t u r e .  H e  d i scovers  t h a t  t h e  t h r e a t  he  f ea red  
from them was only an i l l u s i o n  l e f t  over  from h i s  
younger y e a r s ,  Appropr ia te ly ,  Perseus k i l l s  A c r i s i u s  
by a c c i d e n t a l l y  s t r i k i n g  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  f o o t  ( t h e  f o o t  
being a  t r a d i t i o n a l  metaphor f o r  s exua l  power) when 
Acr i s iu s  was a  s p e c t a t o r  a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  games. H e  
usurps t h e  f a t h e r ' s  r o l e  a s  t h e  sexual a u t h o r i t y  
simply by a c t i n g  o u t  t h e  n a t u r a l  development of h i s  
l i f e ,  thereby f u l f i l l i n g  t h e  prophecy and promise of h i s  
b i r t h .  

Although n o t  a  complete e x p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  legend 
of Perseus ,  t h e  above a n a l y s i s  should provide enough 
i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  t a l e  t o  enable  us t o  understand 
Bar th ' s  t rea tment  of i t .  However, be fo re  we can 
examine t h e  major themes i n  ~ a r t h ' s  handl ing  of t h e  
Perseus f o l k t a l e ,  w e  should b r i e f l y  review Bar th ' s  
l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  and development i n  o rde r  t o  under- 
s t and  h i s  reasons f o r  choosing t o  r e t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  of 
Perseus . 

I n  an i n t e rv i ew  wi th  I s r a e l  Shenker, Barth claimed 
t h a t  i n  h i s  e a r l y  works he  set ou t  t o  des t roy  a l l  non- 
mys t i ca l  thought and s imultaneously any b a s i s  f o r  
a b s o l u t e  o r  r e l a t i v e  concept ions of mora l i ty  o r  



ontology.6 As Barth said, somewhat facetiously, he 
thought he had discovered nihilism.7 Whether he 
discovered it or not, at the outset of his literary 
career he examined this philosophy carefully, and he 
argues rigorously that the essential human condition 
was nihilistic: any notion that the world was 
rational, moral, or even objectively knowable was an 
illusion. In his early novels, Barth demonstrated 
that attempts to comprehend or cope with life were 
useless and dead-ended if based on the premise that 
some absolute or relative values existed, or that man 
could rationally fathom or explain his existence. In 
The Floating Opera, Barth revealed the failure of 
rationality to account for existence, and in -- The End 
of the Road he demonstrated the inability of --- 
rationality to order existence. Like Perseus, the 
Destroyer, Barth attacked and decapitated the false 
ideals, dogmas, philosophies, and values that his 
characters espoused. These beliefs were false 
because they did not honestly accept the nihilism of 
the human situation and, consequently, could not 
successfully describe the infinite vicissitudes of 
human experience nor properly celebrate them. 

In a reversal of his role as destroyer of false 
values, Barth turned in his later works to the more 
positive task of finding the human arena in an 
essentially nonhuman environment. He said that "for a 
half dozen reasons, I was subsequently persuaded that 
there were better ways to go at the writing of 
fiction."8 But he did not renounce the insights of 
his earlier works. Remaining scrupulously honest to 
his nihilistic vision (occasionally still dispatching 
a philosophical ogre or two), Barth tried to find some 
room to live, some way to achieve a qualified victory 
before and in spite of the inevitable unqualified 
defeat by death. The possible qualified victory he 
found lay in man's admirable abilities to find some 
coherence and enjoyment in a world of gratuitous 
events, to affirm and embrace the cosmic absurdity of 
existence, and to "confront an intellectual dead-end 
and use it against itself to create new human work."g 
It was in the potency of thought and fiction making 
that Barth found the means to create an interesting 



and en joyable  work of a r t  o r  l i f e .  

For t h e s e  reasons ,  Barth turned t o  t h e  r i c h l y  
imagina t ive  world of f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  h i s  nove l ,  
Chimera, which r e t e l l s ,  among o t h e r  f o l k l o r i c  
borrowings, t h e  s t o r y  of Perseus from t h e  viewpoint 
of an over - the-h i l l  hero looking back on h i s  l i f e  and 
wondering where a l l  t h e  g lory  has  gone. The power t o  
s t a y  awake, t o  en l iven  e x i s t e n c e ,  i s  what Perseus i s  
search ing  f o r  i n  t h e  "Perseid,"  and is  what Barth i s  
sea rch ing  f o r  and says  we must s ea rch  f o r  a s  w e l l .  
Barth employs an o l d  f o l k t a l e  t o  provide a  b a f f l i n g  
l a b y r i n t h  of meanings and r e f l e c t i o n s  of meanings. 
He works wi th  t h e  Perseus legend,  comparative 
mythologis t s '  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of t h e  legend,  and h i s  
own r e n d i t i o n  of i t  t o  b u i l d  a  new story--one t h a t  
i nco rpo ra t e s  and supersedes t h e  o ld .  Two major 
themes t h a t  l i n k  t h e  o r i g i n a l  f o l k t a l e  and Ba r th ' s  
t rea tment  of i t  are t h e  t h r e a t  of p e r t i f i c a t i o n  and 
t h e  power of s e x u a l i t y .  I f  we examine t h e s e  themes, 
we might understand more c l e a r l y  how Barth uses  t h e  
s t o r y  of Perseus t o  c o n s t r u c t  and communicate h i s  
ph i lo soph ica l  v i s i o n .  

While t h e  Perseus f o l k t a l e  focuses  on t h e  
problems of developing adolescence,  ~ a r t h ' s  
"Perseid"  cons iders  t h e  problems t h a t  be se t  t h e  
middle-aged hero.  Perseus has  now become a f a t h e r  
f i g u r e  himself and t h r e a t e n s  t o  become t h e  
r e p r e s s i v e ,  s t a g n a t i n g ,  and p e t r i f y i n g  in f luence  
a g a i n s t  which he once fought .  However, whi le  t h e  
scene has  changed, t h e  problem, i n  a  s ense ,  has  
remained t h e  same. I n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  t a l e ,  Perseus 
had become p e t r i f i e d  by t h e  s e c u r i t y  and domination 
of h i s  mother and had t o  f o r c e  himself t o  break 
f r e e .  Barth p l ays  upon t h i s  theme i n  h i s  v e r s i o n ,  
and t h e  s e c u r i t y  of Andromeda has  now become t h e  
i n f luence  t h a t  t h r e a t e n s  t o  p e t r i f y  Perseus ,  
This  c o n f l i c t  of s t a g n a t i o n  and s e c u r i t y  ve r sus  
growth and freedom i n  an important  theme i n  Ba r th ' s  
ph i lo soph ica l  v i s i o n .  The at tempted d e f i n i t i o n s  of 
o n t o l o g i c a l  concepts  and metaphysical  p r i n c i p l e s  by 



rational and logical argument gives us something to 
hold onto, just as Andromeda's and Danae's love provides 
security for Perseus. But Barth does not accept such 
definitions because they result in false and stagnating 
views of the world, just as Perseus' continued 
attachment to his mother would have given him a false 
sense of security. The attempt to fix permanent 
boundaries and metaphysical laws definitely and 
rationally only leads to imprisonment, failure, and 
stasis. As Barth says, "Permanent relationship [id 
fatal to passion.t110 And achieving the proper passion 
is a prerequisite for a satisfactory existence. 

Achieving the proper passion or sexuality is the 
second major theme that links Barthls adaptation to the 
original story of Perseus. In the original tale, we 
can understand Perseus' decapitation task as a sexual 
ritual which represents the power and ability to 
procreate, to achieve'sexual fulfillment. In the 
"Perseid," Barth places an equally important emphasis 
on sexuality. The importance is suggested by the fact 
that much of the story is told from a bed--the world 
navel and the place of birth and sexual fulfillment. 
Perseus's repeated attempts to achieve prolonged inter- 
course (Perseus: "Yes, I'm a hero! Virtuoso 
performance is my line of work!" [p. 787) underscore 
the concern for potency and sexual drive: 

"Somewhere along the way I'd lost something, 
took a wrong turn, forgot some knack. I don't 
know; it seemed to me that if I kept going 
over it carefully enough I might see the 
pattern, find the key." 
"A little up and to your left," whispered 

Calyxa (p. 80). 

Sexual potency is human potency is artistic potency. 
What Perseus and Barth search for it the ability to do, 
act, create--not just endlessly-repeating, meaningless 
action like that of Sysiphus, but satisfactory climax 
and union. It is the human climax and union (love) 
which we have created for ourselves that we may strive 
for; it is a fiction, but it is the best one we have. 



I n  t h e  conclusion of t h e  "Perse id ,"  Perseus k i l l s  
t h e  o l d  male-dominated image of himself a s  a  young, 
handsome hero w h o i s  ho ld ing  a  p h a l l i c  sword by h i t t i n :  
him wi th  a  gob le t ,  a  symbol of feminin i ty  and f e r t i l i t y .  
" I n t a g l i o ' d  i n  h i s  temple was t h e  image of h i s  bowled 
foredropper"  (p. 131). J u s t  a s  t h e  o r i g i n a l  t a l e  had , 
t h e  hero r i d  himself of unconscious,  ou tda ted ,  and 
s t a g n a t i n g  images of h i s  p a r e n t s ,  E a r t h ' s  hero  r i d s  
himself of unconscious,  ou tda ted ,  and s t a g n a t i n g  con- 
cep t ions  of himself a s  a young hero .  I n  bo th  s t o r i e s ,  
Perseus must l e a r n  t o  keep pace wi th  t h e  changes and 
shape s h i f t i n g s  t h a t  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  p a r t s  of l i v i n g  i n  
t h e  temporal p lane  of ex i s t ence .  Barth uses  t h i s  
f i c t i o n a l  r e c r e a t i o n  of t h e  s t o r y  of Perseus t o  make 
t h e  po in t  t h a t  any a t tempts  t o  e s t a b l i s h  permanence 
l ead  only t o  p e t r i f i c a t i o n  and dea th .  

One way t o  avoid p e t r i f i c a t i o n  is  through 
commitment t o  love  and s e x u a l i t y  and acceptance of t h e i r  
(and l i f e ' s )  e s s e n t i a l l y  unp red i c t ab l e ,  myster ious,  and 
chao t i c  na tu re .  The o l d e r  Perseus  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  
unconscious r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of l ove  and s e x u a l i t y  t h a t  
he had decap i t a t ed  e a r l i e r  (Medusa) and now f o r c e s  
himself t o  conf ront  i t  d i r e c t l y .  It holds  a  powerful ,  
mys t ica l ,  and f r i g h t e n i n g  in f luence  over  him because 
i t  is  the  undi lu ted  source  of f e e l i n g  and emotion. 
The e a r l i e r  Perseus l ea rned  t o  c o n t r o l  t he se  f e e l i n g s  
and emotions s o  t h a t  he could l i v e  a  s a t i s f a c t o r y  
ex i s t ence ;  t h e  l a t e r  Perseus must l e a r n  t o  g e t  back 
i n  touch wi th  and t o  f r e e  t h e s e  f e e l i n g s ,  which have 
become repressed  and s t i f l e d  i n  h i s  own unconscious. 
I n  sum, Barth uses  t h e  legend of Perseus t o  communicate 
two important  s ta tements :  f i r s t ,  l i f e  e s s e n t i a l l y  i s  
i n  f l u x ,  and man must be equally flexible t o  r e m a i n  an 
i n t e g r a l  and func t ion ing  p a r t  of l i f e ;  and second, man's 
goa l  i n  t h i s  mys t i ca l  and c h a o t i c  ex i s t ence  is  t o  
c e l e b r a t e  what l i f e  has  o f f e r e d  us--sexual i ty ,  l ove ,  
and a  f e r t i l e  imaginat ion.  
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