JAHRBUCH DER OSTERREICHISCHEN BYZANTINISTIK, 56. Band/2006, 79-99
© 2006 by Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien

Leenxa Mart PELTOMAA

Herodias in the Poetry of Romanos the
Melodist

This is an essay about emotionality and motivation. Through Ro-
manos the Melodist I hope to explore the mental life of Herodias who,
according to tradition, was responsible for the beheading of Christ’s
prophet.! I am interested in Romanos’ characterization because it is
bound to his time and yet universal. I will investigate the subject by
focusing on Herodias” motivation, to that which moves her to act as she
does, but will make no analysis on the author’s objectives. In my inter-
pretation, the author’s intention to describe his character in Christian
tradition as a model for immorality is a minor, though by no means
insignificant, point. In addition, I will consider the motivation of Hero-
dias in light of the theories of Viktor E. Frankl, well-known in mean-
ing-oriented psychiatry.

1t is of crucial importance to remember that Herodias, the object of
my analysis, came into existence in the mind of Romanos, when he was
authorized to compose a suitable work in honour of John the Baptist.
As his vantage point, he used the pericopal texts of Mark and Matthew.”
The evangelist Mark tells the course of events as follows:

(17) For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him

in prison on account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, because Herod had mar-
ried her. (18) For John had been telling Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your

Greek text edition: No. 38 “On the Beheading of John the Baptist”, in: P. Maas—C.
A. Tryranis, Sancti Romani Melodi Cantica. Cantica Genuina. Oxford 1963. Greek
text edition with Italian translation: No. 38, in: R. Maisaxo, Romano il Melode 11.
Turin 2002. English translation: No. 38, in: M. CaArRPENTER, Kontakia of Romanos
the Melodist I1. On Christian Life. Columbia 1973; German translation: No. 16, in:
J. Kober, Romanos Melodos, Die Hymnen 1 (Bibliothek der Griechischen Literatur
62). Stuttgart 2005. The Greek passages quoted in this paper are from Maas—
Trypanis and the English translation follows Carpenter.
Mk 6,17-28; Mt 14,3-11. Cf. Lk 3,19-20.
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brother’s wife.” (Otx €Eeotiv cou Egewv Tiv yuvaira to adehpot cov.) (19) And Hero-
dias had a grudge against him, and wanted to kill him. But she could not, (1] 8¢
‘Howdiag évelyev avtd xal fifekev adtov dmoxteival, nai odx Ndvvato.) (20) for Herod
feared John, knowing that he was righteous and holy man, and he protected him.
... (21) But an opportunity came when Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for
his courtiers and officers and for the leaders of Galilee. (22) When his daughter
Herodias came in and danced (eloeh@ovong tijc Ouyatoog avtot ‘Hewduddog xai
ooymoapévng), she pleased Herod and his guests; and the king said to the girl (t®
ropaoiw), ‘Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it. ... (23) even half of my
kingdom.” (24) She went out and said to her mother, “‘What should I ask for?” She
replied, ‘The head of John the baptizer.” (25) Immediately she rushed back to the
king and requested, ‘I want you to give me at once the head of John the baptizer
on a platter.” (26) The king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his oaths and
for the guests, he did not refuse her. (27) Immediately the king sent a soldier of the
guard with orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded him in the prison,
(28) brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the girl gave it to
her mother.

Romanos’ version commences with the banquet, at the very moment
when the head of John the Baptist is brought into the midst of the
drunken Herod and his guests. Having reflected on the situation for a
moment, the narrator turns to the circumstances which lead to this
abominable act. He presents a long dialogue, conducted between Hero-
dias and her daughter in seven strophes (2-8). In it Herodias reveals
her plan to Kill John the Baptist, which fills her daughter with terror.
She tries to persuade her mother to abandon the idea and bury it for
ever. Having no success, the daughter refuses to co-operate and resorts
to silence. Herodias then contrives a plot and coaxes her husband to
celebrate his birthday with a banquet (9-10). She calculates that by
offering her daughter’s dance as a gift to Herod, she will entice him to
promise to do the girl a favour in return. Everything goes according to
plan and, this time without demur, the daughter hastens to seek her
mother’s pleasure.

Romanos’ story about Herodias” plot, which results in the execution
of John the Baptist, is unique in early Byzantine literature, and origi-
nal in that there does not appear to be any ancient standard for Hero-
dias as a plotter. Apart from the question of the influence of patristic
tradition, Romanos’ firm psychological touch in dealing with Herodias’
emotions gives the impression that there is some truth in his account,
even though it cannot be proven. For instance, the reader can easily
imagine on the basis of this text alone that Herodias was familiar with
her husband’s drunken behaviour, and could count her plan on that
habit. Or, that long before the opportunity presented itself, the entire
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court and its people of noble birth and high rank had been aware of
Herodias™ desire to get rid of the inconvenience the Baptist caused her
in her social setting (since to Herodias John was hardly more than a
religious fanatic). It would appear that the hymn writer aimed at pro-
ducing the greatest possible emotional effect, for at least one homilist
must have preached on the basis of the same pericope at the same feast.
In order to attract the audience, a hymn writer who carried the same
message, used different means from the homilist to awaken their inter-
est — he appealed to their sensibility by means of poetry and music.?
The hymn composer’s artistic liberty had its limits, however, for the
outcome had to be in harmony with Christian ethic and social mores.
It could not be otherwise, since the hymn was sung in public and thus
—at least indirectly — controlled by those in power, the Church and the
Emperor.

Plausibility sets another limit to the artistic liberty of the poet.
When reading the work carefully, I get the impression that what
Romanos imagined to have taken place in the mind of Herodias must
also have been psychologically credible to his listeners. This is due to
the simple reason that, were Herodias not credible, her character would
have had no effect on the audience. As we know from theatre, every
unsuccessful character is lifeless and boring. If Herodias were dull, also
I as a reader would lose interest. Here, however, my impression of the
poet’s reconstruction of the events before Herod’s birthday banquet is
that such events could have taken place in real life. Thus, the text pro-
vides evidence of what Romanos took for the mental processes of an-
other human being. In other words, what Romanos imagines to have
happened in Herodias’ mind, though fictitious, must have been plausi-
ble to him (and his listeners). In this sense, the plausible equates with
reality. This is the historical evidence that brings forth the authentic
Constantinopolitan mentality of Romanos. At the same time, it serves
as testimony to the poet’s emotional strength, which he transfers into
the mental dynamics of his Herodias:

Come, my child, come to agree with your mother,

for I have a secret word to you: I desire to destroy

About the musical effect, ¢f. CH. HaNNICK, Zur Metrik des Kontakion, in: BuZdvtiog,
Festschrift fur Herbert Hunger (eds. W. HORANDNER — J. KoDER — O. KRESTEN — .
Traprp). Vienna 1984, 107-119. About the effect through refrain, cf. .J. Kober, Ro-
manos Melodos und sein Publikum. Uberlegungen zur Beeinflussung des kirchlichen
Auditoriums durch das Kontakion, in: Anzeiger der phil.-hist. Klasse der Osterreichi-
schen Akademie der Wissenschaften 134/1. Vienna 1999, 64-94, loc. cit. 81-83.
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the son of Zechariah, for he gave me a blow that was
lasting and not just temporary.*

The mother talks to her child gently (Aebgo pot, téxvov) and her
words give the impression that their relationship is intimate. An atmos-
phere of companionship is created through the sharing of a secret. To
win the girl over, Herodias appeals to her own vulnerability; the heavy
blow should justify her desire to kill John. The daughter shudders at
the thought and foresees the tragedy that is to unfold from such passion
(mabog): “If John dies, all things become dead, and we are buried alive,
leaving behind an evil memory, which is eternal and not temporary.”
Herodias is puzzled by her daughter’s response (mwoudioxn), but is willing
to explain the matter from her own viewpoint:

What has happened to you, my child? What suddenly is the matter with you?
Why did you spare John and prefer to your mother

the one who hates our life?

Perhaps, my child, you are ignorant of what he suggested to Herod about me,
when he said, ‘It is not allowed that you have the wife

of Philip, your brother; put her away!’

Therefore I wish to cut the inconvenient freedom of speech

of the daring fellow, if T have the opportunity.

I shall destroy his tongue or, rather, his head,

and then I shall not grieve, for I possess in safety

my life, which is transitory.®

(2.7-11) Aevgo pot, énvov, ovvaivesov Tij untol cov:
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aloviav, 00 TEOTRAUQOV.
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aloviov, o0 TEOGRALQOV.

' (4) Ti &yéveto oot, O maudionn; Ti ool cuuPéPnrev aipvidiov;
[166ev edeiom Twdvvov ®al Thg UNTEOS VITEQNYATNOUS
TOV WooTVTO THV SOy fudv;

Ayvoels molhdxnig, ténvov, & Vrédeto Hobd Evenev guod,
“Odx €geoti ool”, (Aéywv), “Exewv v yuvaixa (5)
Dihiztrrov ToT adelpol cov dmdOouv avTv’.

Oéhw odv oM TV dnaigov mTagonotay

10U TOAUNQEOD dondpat, Gv eVEM ®aEOV:

Apeh®d adTol TV YAOTTOV, Pdlov 8¢ TV %epalny,

7ol Aowtov o0 hvmotpan Egovoa &v dodalet (10)

™V Conv pov TV TeOoKALQOV.
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Herodias™ question, “Why did you spare John and prefer to your
mother?”, is aimed to prick her daughter’s conscience — suggesting that
she loves John the Baptist more than her own mother. The claim that
John “hates their life” is an attempt to manipulate the daughter’s mind.
The mother continues, however, in a more conciliatory tone, wondering
whether her daughter is unaware that John urged Herod to abandon
Herodias. The underlying reason, that she is the wife of Herod’s broth-
er, is irrelevant to her, what matters is that someone, in principle, has
the arrogance to put forth such an idea. She believes that John’s death
will free her from distress and render secure her earthly existence,
“which is transitory”. Herodias’ words suggest that she is aware of the
brevity of human life and that she has fully oriented herself to this
world. The daughter remains unyielding, because she sees the plan as
destructive to the continuity of her family’s life. She raises the moral
aspects of the idea and even gives a “sermon”, presenting Jezebel as a
warning prefigure and comparing Elijah with John. She realizes the
danger of the eternal shame that such enterprise would bring about:
“We shall be sinning, mother, not against others, but against ourselves
and our life. ... destroy this pit, lest you commit a shame that is eternal
and not transitory.”” Herodias is clearly irritated with her (ITag’ éuod
dwdorov, dvoota) but, thinking that the daughter is not really capable
of understanding the issue at hand, explains it once more:

Learn from me, you wicked girl; do not try to advice me

before you have learned everything in full. Now it eludes you;

you do not understand, nor are you able to.

FFor truly the Baptist continues to insult me, and if he seems to live,
everyone will assume freedom of speech against me

and say against me what he wishes

as though I were some chance person, not a queen,

(5) Aoefotuev, ufjteo, ovn €ig dhhovg, G elg Nuag xai Thv Cony Hudv,
wome TeCapel tov 'HAlav dOhéoon BEhovoa TOV dinaiov
g0ty ualov dmmheoey:

‘O "HMog ugv évrovog, Todvvng 8¢ évvouwg fileyEev Nuag:
6 gonuitng oLV adomned L elmev (5)

g maawv®dv T Hobdy: ‘ovx €Eeot col™

6 8¢ @eoPimng petd moadtrog elgte
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Bdapov TO onéupa Gouv virv

2Ol TO ORAUUO VERQMONS, W) Ttowmong Mg Gel (10)

TV aloyuvny TV TEOCKAQOV.
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as the wife of an ordinary individual, and not of an august person.

But peace, my child, I know better than you and many people

what is expedient; I know how to possess honour

that is lasting and not temporary.®

Here Herodias presents a new argument, and undoubtedly the deci-
sive one. As long as John remains unsilenced, “everyone” will assume
freedom of speech against her and say against her “what he wishes™.
It is clear that a queen and the wife of an august person is never
treated like that. However, Herodias wants to be reconciled with her
daughter and calms the frightened child (fovyacov, maudioxn) by saying
that she knows very well what is profitable and how to win honour. The
daughter is not ready to give in. She asks the mother, so intent on ac-
complishing the impious scheme, “Who would not grow numb at slaying
a prophet of Christ?” The answer is shocking: “You, as daughter, go
along with the one who bore you to destroy my enemy and become my
richt arm.”"" The daughter begs her mother not to bleed harmless blood
through her. She is afraid that she will harm herself and finally refuses
to be of service."" Herodias flies into a fury:

Is John to be given preference by you, o wretched and miserable one,

over the one who bore you in her bosom? Does the Baptist

appear to your folly in greater need?

®
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It is not to shame my breasts, which gave you nourishment? Would that they had
not!

For why did I, against my own interests, seek to nourish her

who, through her rebellion, would be hostile to me?

Why was I constrained to union with the king

for the sake of saving the one who would be giving me distress?

But why do I distress myself in advance? Let my command be done,

and what I wish will be accomplished; and though you are unwilling,

you will do

my will for the time ]oeingn12

Herodias admonishes her daughter (& mavaOiia »ai Tahaimoe); she

got her life from her mother and nourishment from her breasts. Now
the mother is asking herself why she did that. She also asks why she
was constrained to union with the king if it resulted in distress, the
cause of which she should be able to put right. Nevertheless, Herodias
also knows she will have the last word. The end suggests that the daugh-
ter will submit to her mother’s will, regardless. She leaves the daughter
alone but keeps her own mind:

Now I shall keep still, and I shall not show the miserable girl what I am planning;
She who was brought into the world for my correction will never

see and understand the undertaking that is on my heart.

While these things were considered and said many times by the mother,

the daughter remained in silence.'

Herodias is aware that the daughter, whom she brought into the

world, has put her in a moral school (1] texfeloa pov eig »Ohaowv)."* How-

12

14
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ever, the counterarguments and pleads of the daughter have no effect
on her, Herodias’s only response being indignation. Because of her lack
of any sense of sin or morality, Herodias is able to create the circum-
stances in which her plan can be realized. She turns to Herod:

But the mother clings to her husband,

saying, Husband, it is the time of your birthday;
make it a day of joyous festivity:

let us rejoice in your old age, for your brother,
taking my youth, wickedly destroyed me

for life for a time."

Herod, then beguiled by the words of the plotter,

broke into a hearty laugh, and, stupid fellow, he raised

his voice as he laughed and said:

My wife and consort, in this your love charm I take pleasure.
Then, if 1 shall celebrate my birthday,

what gift will you give me that is worthy of me?

What shall I offer you? Myself, your slave, and again

I shall have my daughter dance for you,

she has given you much pleasure, and truly I shall enliven for you
your birthday. a day, O King, that you will pass

in passing pleasure.'

The strategy of Herodias is plain: she appeals to Herod’s feelings

— it is all about Herod’s well-being. His birthday shall be celebrated
with proper splendour so that he can rejoice at least in his old age with
his wife, whose youth was robbed of him by his brother. Herodias knows
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the right strings to pull, for Herod answers: “My wife and consort, in
this your love charm I take pleasure.” Now, since she has allured Herod
with the idea of the celebration, it occurs to him to ask what gift his
wife would give him, the king. Herodias’ flattery is at its height: “My-
self, your slave.”'” In addition, she is going to offer her own daughter’s
dance (tnv €€ &uod mapaotiom dgynotoav coi), because she knows that
it will give him great pleasure. Such a present looks natural and harm-
less, as if it were the essential requisite for a successful birthday ban-
quet. Herodias’ plan is as follows: as the guests get drunk, she will urge
her unsuspecting daughter to dance in order to “turn the heart of maj-
esty towards us” and make him promise a gift in return, a gift whose
implications she alone is aware of.

Herodias was a historical figure of whom recorded “facts™ exist,
which makes it possible to judge the character Romanos describes from
an other angle as well. Historical information of Herodias is found in
two works by the Jewish historian and general Josephus Flavius (A.D.
37%—c. 100), in The Antiquities of the Jews and The Wars of the Jews."™
The Antiquities recounts that the execution of John took place in a
prison but is silent about Herodias” share and the banquet." Neverthe-
less, Josephus provides us with three relevant pieces of information.
The first is related to Herodias™ high status: she is descended from a
royal family (Herod 1),* daughter of the king’s son (Aristobulus), sister
of a king (Agrippa), wife of a king (Herod Antipas, her uncle), and
divorced (from Herod Philip, the half-brother of Herod Antipas, her
uncle on the father’s side).

The second piece of information illuminates the circumstances which
lead to her marriage with Herod Antipas: “[Herod Antipas| was once
sent to Rome and he lodged with Herod [Philip], who was his brother

'7 Slaves were property which was sold. bought or inherited.
Flavii Tosephi Opera, ed. B. N1usE, s.v. Howdiag, vol. 4, Ant. Tud. XVIII, 110-113.
136. 148. 240. 246. 253. 255. Berlin 1892; vol. 6, De bello I, 552. I1 182sq. Berlin
1895.
According to Josephus Herod put John to death for political reasons: “Herod. who
feared the great influence John had over the people might put it into his power and
inclination to raise a rebellion (for they seemed ready to do anything he should
advice) thought it best, by putting him to death, to prevent any mischief he might
cause, and not bring himself into difficulties, by sparing a man who might make
him repent of it when it would be too late”, Ant. Iud. XVIII, 118-119, transl. by
W. WHistox (http://www.perseus.tufts.edu).
The “royal family* or Herodian dynasty exerted highest local political authority in
Palestine under Roman rulership.
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indeed, but not by the same mother... He fell in love with Herodias,
this last Herod’s [Philip] wife, who was the daughter of Aristobulus,
their brother, and the sister of Agrippa the Great, and ventured to talk
about marriage between them. When she consented, the agreement was
made for her to change her habitation and come to him... One article
of this agreement said that he should put away/divorce the daughter
of Aretas |king’s daughter, with whom he had lived a long time].”*' The
third piece of historical information confirms that Herodias had a
daughter, whose name was Salome, and further that Herodias broke a
norm: “Herodias, their sister, was married to Herod [Philip], the son of
Herod the Great, who was born of Mariamme, the daughter of Simon
the high priest, who had a daughter, Salome. After her birth Herodias
took it upon herself to confound the laws of our tradition and divorced
herself from her husband while he was alive and was married to Herod
[Antipas].”*

As we have seen, Herodias lived at the beginning of the Christian
era in Rome, when Herod met her. Rome was also the place where the
agreement on Herodias™ second marriage was made. Although the his-
torian does not refer to her divorce, a judicial declaration to dissolve
her marriage with Herod Philip must have been made before her remar-
riage. What Josephus leaves out are facts that were generally known to
all, that marriage was considered to be a “partnership, whose primary
purpose was to have legitimate descendants to whom the property,
status, and family qualities could be handed down through the genera-
tions”.* In other words, Herodias’ first marriage with her uncle, Herod
Philip, had been arranged in the interests of the Herodian household.**
Here we can note that it was permissible to marry the daughter of a
brother.® “Girls had to be at least twelve years old to be legally mar-

otehouevog ¢ émi ‘Poung xatdyeter év ‘Hobdov &delpod Ovtog ovy oOpountoiov...
#0a00eic 8¢ Homdiddog Tiig TovTov Yyuvouxog, Buydme 8¢ fv Aglotofovhou %ai ovTtog
adehdpoOg avT@V, Ayoimmou 0¢ Gdehdn ToD ueydhov, tohud dmtecOor AOyov megl yauou.
noi SeEapévng ouvBiixal yivovror petowioacol T’ avtov... Nv 8¢ &v Taig ouvOxoug Hote
%ol oD Agéta v Ouyotéga exfolelv. Ant. Tud. XVIII, 109-111.

‘Howdidg 8¢ avtdv 1 adehdn) vivetow Hombdny Hobddov tod peydhov moudi yeyovott éx
Mo Tiig Tot Sipwvog Tob doyleeéwe, ®ol adToig Saimun yivetal, ued’ fig Tag Yovag
‘Howdidg &t ovyyvoel poovijoaca t@v mateinv Homdn yauettol ol avoos Td Opomatoin
adeld® Owaotdoa Lovrog. Ihid. 136.

J. Evans Grusss, Women and the Law in the Roman Empire. A Sourcebook on
Marriage, Divorce and Widowhood. London—New York 2002, 81.

# Cf. Ant. Tud. XVIII, 130-142.

> Jvans Grusss 138.
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ried, though they could be betrothed at an earlier age.”?® It is inconceiv-

able that in the Herodian royal house the young Herodias’ opinion, let
alone her consent, would ever have been asked for.*” By Philip she had
a daughter, Salome, who in turn married into the same household.®

Josephus’ account makes it clear that it was Herod who fell in love
with his brother’s wife. (To the male historian the feelings of a woman
were probably irrelevant, but we can still speculate on what might have
happened, had Herodias not responded to Herod’s feelings.) The pas-
sage in question suggests that talk about marriage between them was
possible for two reasons: their kinship, and their high rank. We can as-
sume that Herod Philip did not object to his wife’s wish — perhaps it
was merely a welcome and advantageous opportunity for him to free
himself of the “old” wife, for divorce was possible according to Roman
law.* The clause in the marriage agreement, according to which Herod
had to divorce his wife, was accomplished in an extraordinary manner
by his wife, who had previously learned about the matter.* The mar-
riage of Herod and Herodias seems to have been in accordance with
established standards of Roman social practice, but it is clear that in
Jewish tradition their marriage was considered illegitimate. That is why
it appears necessary for Josephus to emphasize that Herodias “took
upon her to confound the laws of our tradition and divorced herself
from her husband while he was alive and was married”. On the other
hand, although John the Baptist had been telling Herod that ‘It is not
lawful for you to have your brother’s wife’, he did not reproach Hero-
dias. Yet it was she who had a grudge against him. Why Herodias? The
Gospel gives us no answer.

Let us return to Romanos. It is evident from his narration that in
his eyes Herodias had already committed a crime, adultery, in addition

% Ibid. 88.

T Consent to marriage “clearly depended on family interrelationships that were be-
yond the scope of the law.”, ibid. 89. Cf. how the daughters were married off: Ant.
Tud. XVIII, v. 4.

“Her daughter Salome was married to Philip, the son of Herod, and tetrarch of
Trachonitis; and as he died childless, Aristobulus, the son of Herod, the brother of
Agrippa, married her.” — 1 8¢ Ovydne avtijg Zohoun Pukinmw yaueitar ‘Hobddov oudi
@ TeTedoy TS Toaywvitdog, xai dmaldog TeEAeuTHoavTog AQLotofoviog avtiv dyetal
‘Hoodov maig tod Ayoinmov adehpot. Ant. Tud. XVIII, 136-137.

Evaxs Grusss 187: “Whether unilateral or by mutual agreement, divorce was an
accepted fact of Roman life, and was subject to very few restrictions until the fourth
century C.18.”

- Cf. Ant. Tud. XVIII, 111-113.
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to which she is now committing a new crime. Her motivation seems to
be revenge:

When she saw that all were drunk, the extremely tricky Herodias,

As she found the occasion she sought, she said to herself:

See the time that I have been searching for;

Now what I wanted will be accomplished, and the one who calls me adulteress will
be put to death.?

Romanos also considers Herod to be an adulterer and Herodias” ac-
complice, but the actual criminal and sinner is Herodias, whose shame
is put on stage as the eyes of the guests “testify” and their thoughts
“reveal”:

...[Herod]| acted impiously

in order that he might enjoy the one whom he seduced.

For the adulteress, not the maiden, sought to cut off the head

of the offspring of the sterile woman.*

With these words, the wicked woman changed the mind of the little girl,

and when she was adorned for the shameful deed, she cast around her

dishonour as a cloak.

The friends of Herod greatly praised the beauty of the maiden,

as they recognized the indomitable will and the purpose

of the mother, they secretly said:

Do you see the intention of the harlot, Herodias,

how she wants to show the child she has produced as like herself*

She has not been satisfied with her own shamefulness,

but she has defiled her own child before us

for our passing pleasure.®
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Adulteress, harlot, shamelessness (wowydg, movr, dvaloyvvtia) — these
invectives illustrate Romanos’ judgement of her character. Romanos
was a child of his time. These words were directed at those who di-
gressed from Christian ethics and broke the norms of society.* They are
found repeatedly in homiletics and hagiographical writings, but we also
meet with them in Procopius, the historian and contemporary of Ro-
manos. If, as I believe, Anthony Kaldellis” claim in relation to Proco-
pius’ Secret History and Wars is correct, viz., that “no other author gives
us a better flavor of life in the sixth century”.* then we can take Ro-
manos’ words to have literal meaning. When describing Herodias’ case,
he simply interprets the sentiments of the inhabitants of Constantino-
ple. Furthermore, the genre of hymnography that Romanos represents,
the kontakion, has its roots in the extremely emotional Syriac poetry,
as we know it from Ephrem, and “authorizes” the poet to express his
feelings powerfully.

In the end, the attitudes of Romanos and Procopius — perhaps Pro-
copius even a little more than Romanos — owe much to the Roman and
Byzantine social order, which legislation reflects. It is easy to see that
throughout Roman history social intercourse rested on the conviction
that people knew how to behave. Prestige, family status, determined
how a person was expected to be treated and how he or she was ex-
pected to behave and treat others in return.” From this point of view,
Roman/Byzantine law provides evidence of what was desirable in the
social context. Nevertheless, people did not always behave according to
law — otherwise there would never have been any demand for lawyers.
I see that the gap between what was desirable, a norm or a sanction,
and what was prohibited, existed then as it does now. Within this mar-
gin, which is sometimes broader, sometimes narrower, people lived as
they saw fit and acted according to what made sense to them — regard-

# Evans Grusss 48 (referring to J. Beavcamp, Le statut de la femme a Byzance (4-7°
siécle). I. Le droit impérial. Paris 1990, 17-23): “Stress on feminine chastity and
sense of modesty is particularly marked in late Roman law, reaching its culmination
with the sixth-century emperor Justinian.” The study of S. Lroxtsixi, Die Prosti-
tution im frithen Byzanz. Dissertationen der Universitit Wien 194. Wien 1989, points
out the extraordinary wide use and application of the concept porneia.

> A. KaLpEeLLIs, Procopius of Caesarea, Tyranny, History, and Philosophy at the IEnd

of Antiquity. Philadelphia 2004, 43.

Cf. Evans Grusss 16-80 (The status of women in Roman law). Her remark is illu-

minating: “In studying the legal position of women in the Roman Empire, the

importance of social status must always be kept in mind.” Ibid. 12.
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less of law, sanctions and moral codes, even under the threat of being
rejected by their communities and sentenced in a court of law. That
this is also plain to Romanos is evident in his description of Herodias’s
motives, even if his intention is to show that this depraved human be-
ing is capable of anything because she has no shame.

Hence, if we listen to Romanos’ Herodias, we hear that she is dis-
tressed because, as long as John “seems to live”, there remains the pos-
sibility that people would feel free to speak what they like against her.
This possibility, not revenge, is her real motive, for the wife of an august
person is never addressed without respect. Roman society was always
so “highly status-conscious” that it is justifiable to suppose that the
resentment Herodias felt for John the Baptist was ultimately con-
nected with status.”” To Romanos, who lived in such highly status-con-
scious society, the insult and its possible consequences must have been
self-evident when he pondered on the events described in the Gospel.

Since Romanos knew the “rules” of his society in terms of honour-
able conduct and behaviour, he was also able to put into words the
concern about honour. Thus Herodias’s daughter is afraid that her fam-
ily would leave behind “an evil memory, which is eternal and not tem-
poral”.®® She knows that her family is already branded by shame as she
warns her mother not to make the temporary shame eternal.* While
the daughter is worried, Herodias does not care, for she believes she
knows “how to possess honour (oida xtioacOar tyv) that is lasting and
not temporary”. Herod’s guests for their part are well aware of Hero-
dias’ dishonour. Because “honour was what one had in the eyes of
other, due to birth and social status™,* the attitude of the guests at the
banquet appears to disclose the normal Constantinopolitan stand to-
wards women whose behaviour was judged to be unchaste and impu-
dent. IFor, according to Roman and Byzantine standards of morality,
chastity and modesty were the virtues of women par excellence. We are
probably unable to understand the full implications of the dance scene
as it would have appeared to Romanos and his contemporaries. Danc-

7 Cf. ibid. 71.
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ers, actresses and others working on the stage were only one step re-
moved from the lowest rank of society, the prostitutes.*' It is difficult
to say whether Romanos associated the girl’s displaying of her body
during the dance with professional stage performances. Nevertheless, in
the context of her performance, the question of honour is particularly
striking.

In such an atmosphere of controlled morality there must always
have been uttered and unuttered reproaches in the air. It is very likely
that Romanos had around him sufficient examples for describing a
person who is harbouring thoughts of revenge. Therefore Romanos
could “hear” even the unspoken reproaches of the Jewish against Hero-
dias and envisage the effect this would have on her mental state. It is
quite understandable to anyone who imagines herself or himself in
Herodias™ place that she must have felt a burning need to get rid of her
torment. As we have seen, this is what Romanos implies, although it is
not his deliberate emphasis. Here we come back to my thesis about “the
plausible which equates with reality”. The interpretation Romanos of-
fers for Herodias” emotional argument to justify the execution of John
is credible in historical respect, because it reflects the values and social
mores of his own time, clearly distinguishable in the text. It is also
credible within a psychological framework in general, because even
when separated from its historical context, the description of Herodias’
mental dynamics is understandable. Thus, Romanos™ interpretation
seems to bear universal validity.

Notwithstanding, this essay about Herodias’ character would not be
complete if it failed to discuss her actions in terms of responsibility.
The topic will not be treated in accordance with Romanos’ intention of
teaching “us” to follow the Forerunner, for this approach would not
allow for a wider exploration of Herodias’ mental qualities. To Ro-
manos, as a Byzantine preacher of Christian morality, Herodias was a
woman whose deeds and intrigues disclosed her depraved mind in which
there were no other dimensions to explore, for she was incurably evil.
In spite of this, we can consider the question of responsibility, because
Romanos’ text allows us to investigate the “impious act” within a psy-
chological framework. My orientation to the topic will be along the
theories of Viktor E. Frankl, the founder of logotherapy.*” The basic

1 Cf. Beavcane 121-132, 206-210.
2 V. E. FrankL, Man’s Search for Meaning. The classic tribute to hope from the
Holocaust. London et al. °2004. (First published in German in 1946 under the title
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concepts of logotherapy, an internationally recognized form of applied
psychiatric therapy whose significance has been proven in empirical
research,* provide me with the theoretical tools to widen my under-
standing of this character, who seems to lack any sense of sin and
morality.

The philosophical core of Frankl’s theory is concerned with meaning
in life. His theory rests on three premises: (1) that human beings have
free will towards inner and outer conditions; (2) that the will to mean-
ing is our basic motivation; and (3) furthermore, that life always has
meaning. In this context, however, the term ‘meaning of life’ is not
understood as a general meaning of life but “rather the specific mean-
ing of a person’s life at a given moment”.* Frankl is famous for his
thesis that a human being can be robbed of everything except for the
ultimate of human freedoms — that of choosing one’s attitude in any
given set of circumstances. As for Herodias, the question whether she
could have acted in another way is intriguing in the context of research
on late antique/Byzantine society. It is commonly believed that specu-
lations like this are a waste of time, because they cannot be proved by
empirical evidence. The question may look absurd, but if we consider
that it is the image of Herodias that Romanos displayed on the Con-
stantinopolitan platform of Christian ethics and Roman moral values,
the image upon which his audience was expected to reflect, then we
realize that we are in fact dealing with Byzantine ideology and mental-
ity. Seen from this angle, it no longer matters that we are not going to
consider the “original” Herodias, who as a historical person with her
thoughts and feelings will forever remain a mystery to us, as is the case
with everybody who does not express herself/himself to others. The
focus is on the fact that Romanos really presents for consideration the
idea that Herodias could have acted differently had she wished to do
so: this is suggested by the role given to her daughter.

We have already learned from the dialogues how the daughter re-
acted, but it is useful to examine her responses in detail to assess what
arguments Romanos considered to be possible in principle to bring
someone to change her/his mind. In her first dialogue, the daughter says

Kin Psycholog erlebt das Konzentrationslager.) Ibid., The Will to Meaning. Founda-
tions and Applications of Logotherapy. Expanded Edition. Meridian, Penguin
Books *1988.

A, Barruyany—D. Gurrvaxy, Empirical Research in Logotherapy and Meaning-
Oriented Psychotherapy. Annotated bibliography. Phoenix, AZ 2005.

HOKRANKL 1988, 171.
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that the mother will cause much greater harm to herself if she does not
give up her plan.* She continues that, should John die, not only the
mother but their race will face doom and be destroyed. Finally, she
presents her vision that all things would become dead, and they would
be buried alive leaving behind an eternal evil memory. In her second
dialogue, the daughter appeals to her mother’s religious sentiments.*
The daughter understands that sinning will revenge itself within their
lifetime, and she warns her mother of the fate of Jezebel: “Just as
Jezebel, wishing to destroy the righteous Elijah, rather destroyed her-
self.”*” She compares Elijah with John, who “lawfully accused us”, in-
dicating that putting a righteous man to death would only eternalize
their shame. In the last dialogue, she cries out in despair that the very
thought of slaying Christ’s prophet is ungodly.* None of these argu-
ments cuts: neither the plead to safeguard Herodias” own interests nor
the appeal to protect the entire family from destruction. It is also obvi-
ous that Herodias is immune to religious persuasion. The daughter’s
reaction indicates that for her it is a matter of conscience if the “harm-
less blood of the wise man™ should be shed. Her fear of eternal harm
that might befall her, should she become involved, is in stark contrast
to Herodias’ ingensibility.

Through Herodias™ responses, Romanos portrays what he perceives
to be her main character trait. In the first place, Herodias believes that
her safety from any threat in this life is assured as soon as John is out
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2 Kings 9,10 (= IV Regn 9.10): “The dogs shall eat Jezebel in the territory of Jez-
reel, and no one shall bury her.” Ref. to Jezebel: 1 Kings 16,31; 18,4.13.19; 19.1f.;
21,5-25; 2 Kings 9.10 (= LXX: IIT Regn 16.31; 18.4.13.19; 19.1f.; 20.5-23); Revw.
2,20.

* See footnote 9 for the Greek text.
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of the way.* In other words, she feels that John represents a living
danger to her existence, here and now. As we saw earlier, Herodias ap-
pears completely orientated to this world. This orientation is her fun-
damental character trait.”” It is clear that to Romanos, as a Christian
hymn writer, anyone of such a disposition appears unreligious, having
no spirit of reverence toward God. Therefore, when the daughter tries
to reason with Herodias to abandon her plan, which in her mind equals
sinning, Herodias does not understand her message. She insists that she
has a better understanding than the daughter and many others of what
is expedient — she knows how to gain lasting respect — but she is speak-
ing in a worldly, social, context, while the daughter’s reasoning occurs
in a religious one.

On this basis we can approach the question of meaning in life. My
first argument is paradoxical for, contrary to what we might expect,
Romanos’ Herodias is no “victim of circumstances”, which would mere-
ly allow her to play the role of the depraved avenger depicted in the
Gospel. No, the character Romanos creates shows mental qualities
which justify the reputation of this individual as evil. In this respect,
Viktor E. Frankl’s observation, “It is a characteristic constituent of
human existence that it transcends itself, that it reaches out for some-
thing other than itself,” provides us with the key to the soul of a person
whose existence does not transcend itself.”! Herodias is such a person.
Of course, this does not mean that she must automatically also be im-
moral. She is exceedingly familiar with the visible world, it is true, but
that is no crime. Only her attitude towards the others, John the Baptist,
the daughter, and Herod, reveals her self-centred character, for the
fulfilment of her life is achieved at the cost of others. She abuses and
manipulates them in different ways through violent behaviour and
dishonesty, and makes them pay the price for her peace of mind. This
is the immoral figure that is revealed in Romanos’ characterization,
when his scornful vituperations about Herodias” adultery are put to one
side.

There is no doubt that for Herodias, as a character of Romanos’
narration, the meaning in life is inseparable from her existence in life.
We remember that her genuine motive is the fear of being subjected to
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The word doddhreo indicates also “security” or “personal safety”.
" Implicated also by refrains in strophes 4, 6, 9, 10.
o1 FRANKL 1988, 55.
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insults at any time. It is not difficult to imagine that in her experience
her circumstances are unbearable, for she is not able (or willing) to
change the fact that she is married to Herod. This feeling gives rise to
her motivation, which in turn moves her to act as she does. The feeling
is so urgent that the frustration caused by her daughter’s refusal forces
Herodias to question the reasons for the circumstances that distress her,
i.e., she wants to know the reason for her suffering. That she does suffer
is obvious even to the daughter, who at the beginning of their dialogues
shudders at it: “O mother, what a terrible suffering is yours.”” Hero-
dias’ reaction corresponds with Frankl’s observation that man’s search
for meaning is provoked or promoted by a crisis.

Now we can consider the question whether Herodias could have
acted in any other way. How should we understand the degree to which
she is responsible? Is she “doomed” to her fate, like the figures of an-
cient Greek tragedy? 1 believe we can start with the supposition that
Herodias is well aware of her position in society and knows the limits
of her powers. There are no elements in the story to indicate that she
as an agent could not choose another approach towards John, should
she want to. But she does not want to. She has already decided upon
her approach before revealing her plan to the daughter. If she were
unsure of the justification of her actions, the daughter’s arguments
would provide her with more than one way out of her decision. How-
ever, Herodias” rationale, the fear of being a target of possible insults,
verbal attacks or gossip, weighs heavily in favour of putting John to
death. That makes sense to her, for after such an act, who would dare
to give vocal expression to her/his thoughts about her? If John’s tongue
was merely torn from his mouth (which was quite a common punish-
ment for criminals at that time), he would bear eternal witness to the
reason for his mutilation.

In the framework of Frankl’s theory we can approach the question
of Herodias™ responsibility from “her point of view”. I think we can
admit that the reasons behind Herodias™ resentment against John are
real rather than imagined. We “know” that, in the end, these reasons
are Roman law and social practice on the one hand and Jewish religious
law on the other, challenging Herodias’s circumstances. It would appear
that in Justinian’s time liberal Roman attitudes towards divorce had
changed and divorce was now considered as adultery.”® In Byzantine
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law and understanding, adultery was a woman’s crime, upon which
Romanos reflects. However, the text shows that the actual confronta-
tion takes place between Herodias’ position as queen and the values
represented by the daughter. Herodias cannot change her circumstanc-
es; what remains is the freedom to choose her approach. We know what
decision she makes. According to this interpretation, her evil reputation
is not due to her “adultery”, but due to her choice, for which she is
ultimately responsible. In fact, Romanos” text suggests the same, for
this interpretation would not be possible without the setting which
justifies the emotions and motivation of his character. As a narrator he
must tell a story, which, to be credible, must be aligned with real life.
The emotions of Romanos’ creation are indicative of the reaction that
is common to all human beings in a stressful situation. Therefore I see
that the figure of Herodias, even though a literary one, is a universal
character, whose existence is not bound to Romanos’ time but eter-
nal.

Conclusions

It is clear that what an author considers to be self-evident to his
contemporaries needs no explanation. I believe that to Romanos” audi-
ence, Herodias” viewpoint was immediately evident from the social
setting. Unlike us, who inhabit a different world of values, they were
able to understand at once what Herodias won through her act: the
luxury of the privileged people to be treated with respect, regardless
of their morality or lack thereof. Of course, they grasped that the price
for Herodias™ safe and comfortable existence was the life of another
unique human being, which is a matter of morality and against the
commandment of God, “You shall not murder”.” To us as outsiders,
however, life’s realities in early Byzantine Constantinople are not strik-
ingly evident in Romanos™ text, because his “accusations” against
Herodias are based on her adultery and on the crime she is going to
commit as revenge. That is a Christian interpretation, which, as we have
seen, is also illuminating on a historical level. Had our analysis been
based on the author’s objectives, we would had overlooked as irrelevant
a whole range of emotional nuances in the character of Herodias. The
application of the basic ideas of Frankl’s theories have been beneficial
to our treatment of her by enabling us to discern the existential space

# Fx 20,13
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of this character from the external conditions that surround her. I am
thus convinced that the Byzantine study of women, being at the mercy
of male sources, would in general profit from a theoretical approach in
order to complete the interpretation in a historical context.

[I thank Anna-Maria Hajba for having polished my English manu-
seript. |






