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Anteros: A Forgotten Myth explores how the myth of Anteros disappears and reappears throughout the centuries, from classical Athens to the present day, and looks at how the myth challenges the work of Freud, Lacan, and Jung, among others. It examines the successive cultural experiences that formed and inform the myth and also how the myth sheds light on individual human experience and the psychoanalytic process.

Topics of discussion include:

 

• Anteros in the Italian Renaissance, the French Enlightenment, and English Modernism

• Psychologizing Anteros: Freud, Lacan, Girard, and Jung

• Three anterotic moments in a consulting room.

 

This book presents an important argument at the boundaries of the disciplines of analytical psychology, psychoanalysis, art history, and mythology. It will there¬fore be essential reading for all analytical psychologists and psychoanalysts as well as art historians and those with an interest in the meeting of psychoanalytic thought and mythology.
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Figure i Eros and Anteros. Engraving after a fresco by Annibale Carracci, Palazzo Farnese, Rome, Italy.


Source: From the author’s collection.
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Introduction

On a forgotten myth


 
 
 

 




 

This is the child, Love; this, your abyss:

See, there is nothing that he can befriend,

He who in all things is his own opposite.

(Francisco de Quevedo, ‘Soneto

amoroso difiniendo el amor’, p. 385)

The myth of Anteros, the younger brother of Eros, seems to have crystallized in Athens in around 450 bc, at a moment when certain well-defined problems troubled the Athenians. The earliest remaining artistic expressions of the cult of Anteros date to this time, but the major extant renditions of his stories come from texts created after the Roman conquest of Greece. Today, the story of Anteros is all but forgotten. This book brings together many of these Greek and Roman fragments, and then follows their trail over centuries and into our time, recording when and how the myth of Anteros has come back to life.

Myths intrigue us because their narratives run deeper than the mere telling of a good story. They feel weighted with meaning that is both elemental and shared. That myths live and die, come and go, is perhaps not surprising, since they can lose their firmness and significance in a particular retelling or context. But what precisely is happening when a myth appears, disappears, and then reappears, over and over again, as if opposing the times, as if asserting its import? Does a myth possess not only meaning but also vigour or forcefulness?

In one important early story, the infant Eros cannot grow. Aphrodite, his distressed mother, goes to her sister Themis for advice, and this wise Titan recommends that she should have a second son, this one fathered by Ares, the god of war. Anteros will oppose yet strengthen Eros, acting as a loving sibling rival who will shift the stuck dynamic of his older brother in a positive direction. And, according to the story, Themis’s remedy works: as long as Anteros remains at hand, he and Eros grow. But if Anteros absents himself, then they both regress.

What meanings can be ascribed today to such a story? Classicists question most contemporary approaches to Greek myth. They want to restrict writing about the ancient Greek mind to what can be read in the ancient texts themselves – which is not much. Leaping over these objections, psychoanalytic and psychological commentators often refresh an old story, but, at the same time, they carelessly universalize its culturally bound images. In order to provide a third party, Nicole Loraux (1990) has invented for herself the vocation of ‘historienne de l’imaginaire’. Unlike the English ‘imaginary’, the French noun imaginaire does not necessarily connote ‘fictional’ or ‘unreal’; instead, thinkers such as Bachelard, Lacan, and Sartre use ‘imaginaire’ to designate a consciousness originating in image rather than in perception or reason. So to translate Loraux’s notion of her vocation into English as ‘historian of the imaginary’ is to give a false impression. Her imaginaire denotes an elemental force that frees the imagination, opening individuals and cultures to the resources of dreaming and poetics. Loraux insists that to investigate the stock of images and meanings associated with a Greek myth, one must begin by at least asking what might have been at stake at the time of its first telling. What was at play and why?

Following Loraux’s lead, in Chapter 1, I track Anteros back to his ancient cult site at the base of the Acropolis. There, worshippers appear to have honoured a well-developed deity in a very particular historical context. Then he all but disappears. Curiously, though, his story does not end there.

In Chapters 2–Chapters 5, I begin to gather a brief cumulative history of Anteros, picking up evidence of his intermittent appearances – sometimes named, sometimes not – in different contexts and climes in Western European cultures. Here he is, in a palace in seventeenth-century Rome, completely vanquished by his older brother, present only by virtue of having been deliberately left out of the picture, in a provocative painting hidden discreetly behind a green curtain. Here he is, hurling threats and darts at the heavens from the din and disillusion of an eighteenth-century Paris courtyard. Here he is, leaning forward, balancing precariously on one foot, looking rather like his pre-modernist London sculptor’s 15-year-old studio assistant. These references and these anecdotes, when brought together, begin to acquire, perhaps appropriately for a wrestling sibling rival fathered by the god of war, a kinetic quality or force.

In Chapters 6–8, Anteros: A Forgotten Myth moves forward to contemporary erotic experience and to modern theories about desire. First, I look for ‘anterotic’ moments in current cultural contexts. For instance, I find artists taking up a mythopoeic stance: researching ancient Greek language, they seek out new possibilities for meaning in present-day settings where the ‘erotic’ is everywhere in word and image, and yet Eros (as a god who transcends human limits) is nowhere. At the same time, I find other artists creating ‘anterotic’ scenes, recounting elements as if from the stories of Anteros without being aware of to whom they allude. Finally, I present the ways in which thinkers such as Freud, Lacan, Girard, and Jung position desire at the very centre of their psychoanalytic and psychosociological theories. All see desire as the central problem and primary concern of our time, and each hypothesizes differently about how to address that problem and concern therapeutically.

In Chapter 9, I present three clinical cases from my practice as a Jungian analyst, and I describe how my familiarity with Anteros shaped and made more meaningful some small but significant moments in the analytic work with these three clients. These moments might otherwise have been overlooked, their clinical significances lost, much to the detriment of these analysands. I recount these histories but with altered names and details, with the individuals’ permission. Having imagined how many individual stories must have come together originally to formulate the myth of the god Anteros, I now find mythic Anteros contributing meaningfully to these three particular stories told in my consulting room.

In 1907, when Freud was 51 years old, he confessed to Jung that he fantasized writing, not another Three Essays on Sexuality but, rather, a history of Eros: ‘When I have totally overcome my libido (in the common sense)’, he wrote, ‘I shall undertake to write a ‘Love-life of Mankind’ (Freud to Jung, 19 November 1907, 1974, p. 41). Years later, when, at the age of 80, Jung sat down to write his autobiography, he covered his mouth rather than speak of Eros:

In classical times, when such things were properly understood, Eros was considered a god whose divinity transcended our human limits, and who therefore could neither be comprehended nor represented in any way. I might, as many before me have attempted to do, venture an approach to this daemon, whose range of activity extends from the endless spaces of the heavens to the dark abysses of hell; but I falter before the task of finding the language which might adequately express the incalculable paradoxes of love…. In my medical experience as in my own life I have again and again been faced with the mystery of love and have never been able to explain what it is. Like Job I had to ‘lay my hand on my mouth’.

(Jung, 1961, p. 353)

Bringing together these two images – one man sitting down to write his history of Eros and the other man reverentially laying his hand on his mouth – has been a good contradictory place in which to sit when reading about and pondering a mythic figure. For his conscious precision with words and his convincing use of narrative in his psychological case studies, Freud received the Goethe Prize for Literature. On the other hand, since the 2009 publication of Jung’s Red Book: Liber novus, one can measure the extent to which his 1961 memoir Memories, Dreams, Reflections was actually a choppy co-authored compromise and appreciate the degree to which Jung really did lay his hand on his mouth. As much as he theorized and psychologized in the essays that constitute his published Collected Works, he guarded for posterity in the Red Book his more artful experiments with words and images in which he preferred to invoke and evoke.

My arguments about and interpretations of the myth of Anteros arise from my perspective as a Jungian analyst and a clinician. Jung argued that while myth could inspire philosophical theorizing, theory could not inspire myth. With this book, I would like to attempt a Vico-like corollary to Jung’s argument: that theorizing can be written in such a way as to give back to myth. According to Giambattista Vico (1948), mythopoeic language is primary, and allegory as an interpretive commentary of myth that privileges meaning over narrative is a secondary language; within his three-part schema, objective theorizing and discursive generalizing is a third language. Vico charts how cultures tend to move sequentially through these three stages of language rather than taking up the riches of all three at one and the same time. Our contemporary society clearly privileges third-stage discursive language over the other two. In this book, I employ a good deal of second-stage commentary in service to the primary elemental language of metaphor and myth. It is possible to regard my own commentary as a bridge of meaning between the myth of Anteros and psychoanalytic theory. But I would like readers to consider another possibility: my commentary may serve the myth of Eros and Anteros more than generating theory about them. I have returned often to the image of Jung laying his hand on his mouth, to a gesture expressing an ethical or integral attitude to myth informed by awe. Surely, this is a good way to approach any god or element of the unconscious.

What follows, then, is not a ‘history of the love-life of mankind’, but neither is it a vow of respectful silence (if I had identiÞed only with the latter, there would be no book at all). These chapters seek to take the hand away from the mouth long enough to articulate evocatively one small and forgotten element in the history of an erotic imaginaire. I do not offer a seamless and conclusive history that recounts Anteros as a progressive erotic force moving from his conception in ancient Greece through his maturation during the consecutives ages of Western civilization into some fully fledged manifestation of anterotic love in our time. On the contrary, Anteros hardly ever positions himself centre stage, and his presence is intermittent at best. I have collected his explicit appearances historically and culturally in moments when philosophers, painters, and poets speak directly of him. But this book about Anteros makes no claim to be exhaustive or complete. For instance, I have confined most of my comments on Anteros in the Renaissance to Italy, even though Renaissance artists in other countries contributed particularly important readings of the myth. Likewise, I have focused on Anteros in the context of French Romanticism without referring to the German Romantics.

I am also bringing to light more intuited possibilities, occasions when Anteros seems to have come and gone unacknowledged, times when an artist or thinker depicts or describes his implicit presence and its effects without knowing to name the phenomenon. Some readers may feel annoyed when I impose Anteros onto these diverse circumstances. I can only promise to make clear the moments when Anteros is acknowledged by name and differentiate these from moments when I regard him as implicit but not named. But readers and viewers always bring interpretation to play in ways that surpass the conscious intentions of writers and artists, so Anteros need not necessarily have been witnessed at the scene in order for a situation to be called ‘anterotic’.

I hope it will become evident that, even when forgotten or marginalized, Anteros has manifested at certain moments and in particular erotic settings, as if to counter creatively an individual or collective erotic predicament. Each manifestation of Anteros demands to be historically contextualized, rendered specific to its setting. Catching a glimpse of his erotic alterity, one asks: Why now? Why here? And, at the same time, the cumulative history of Anteros attests to something I would describe as his mythic heft, not so much his position as a counter-argument but his force as counterweight.

In the end, I am enlisting this Themis-inspired aspect of Anteros to push therapeutically against our own collective notions of Eros. Never have we human beings experienced such enormous ability to communicate with each other as we exercise now in our technologically intimate ‘global village’. Concomitantly, we may never have suffered so much from not knowing how to connect meaningfully. In our time, when Eros as psychic connectedness feels very undifferentiated, at once idealized and rendered banal, perhaps the goddess Aphrodite complains once again to her sister about her child’s predicament. What would Themis advise?
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Figure 1.1 
Woman having her hair dressed, with two erotes (possibly Anteros, holding up a mirror, and Eros, leaning on a bow). Fresco, 70–60 BC. From the Villa of Mysteries, Pompeii, Italy.

Source: Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Rome. Photo: Anderson.







Chapter 1
 Resident alien

Anteros in classical Greek and Roman settings


 

 

 




 

These instances, and others of the kind, have been collected from the old traditions of Greece, and though you, Balbus, are aware of the necessity of opposing them, in order that religious worship may not be disorganised, your school not only does not rebut, but positively confirms them by giving an explanation in each case of their meaning.

(Cicero, 46 BC, The Nature of the Gods, 3, 59)

 

 

Of all the ruins of Pompeii, the suburban Villa of Mysteries is among the best preserved, the most beautiful, and the least understood. In a special room of the villa, frescoes show life-size figures painted against vivid red backgrounds. The most likely interpretation of these frescoes is that this room was a triclinium in which women were initiated into a cult of Dionysus, and the murals represent a progression of events related to such an initiation into the ‘mystery’ of the god. No extant text offers a key to interpretation. No direct antecedents of the villa pictures have come to light. But the frescoes, painted between 70 and 60 BC, testify to an inßux of reformed Dionysiac mysteries that came back to the Italian peninsula after they had been ousted by the repression of the Bacchanalia a century earlier.

The ninth (and second last) scene of the Villa of Mysteries frescoes seems to depict a return to ordinary life once the ritual drama has concluded. The now initiated woman sits while her hair is being dressed by a maid. Eros, with his bow on his arm, looks on from behind the corner, while a second Eros, in front of the women, holds up a mirror (Figure 1.2). Modern commentators such as Linda Fierz-David (1988), Nor Hall (1988), and Gilles Sauron (1998) barely comment on these two ‘erotes’. What meaning might they have brought to the drama for the initiates at Pompeii? Perhaps they are Eros and Anteros, his brother.

Anteros may always have been an enigma. Almost everything now known about this god comes from only a few writers: Cicero [106–43 BC], in The Nature of the Gods; Pausanias [143–176 AD ] in his guidebook to Greece; Eunapius [345–420 AD ], in his Lives of the Sophists ; and his contemporary, Themistius [c. 360 AD], who includes the fullest account in his Orations. No doubt this list of sources represents only what has survived. Moreover, if Anteros was indeed associated with a mystery cult, much may have been known but little recorded.


[image: fig1_2_B.jpg]
Figure 1.2 Diagram showing the various characters in the frescoes of the Villa of Mysteries, Pompeii, Italy, with located within the two sides of the lower right-hand corner.

Source: Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali, Pompeii.


Sometimes, as in this Roman image in the Villa of Mysteries, Anteros may be present but hardly distinguishable from Eros. Elsewhere, he may be completely overlooked, so much so that he merits no mention in such comprehensive modern handbooks of ancient myths as the Larousse Encyclopedia of Mythology (1959, 1968). Yet even though very little ancient writing about Anteros has survived, the existing fragments suggest that he was a familiar presence with a defined area of influence.

In his ten-volume guidebook to Greece, Pausanias reports on two altars erected to Anteros. The first, in Athens, seems to have been located beneath the Acropolis. Pausanias does not describe it; instead, he tells a story:

The altar within the city called the altar of Anteros they say was dedicated by resident aliens, because the Athenian Meles, spurning the love of Timagoras, a resident alien, bade him ascend to the highest point of the rock and cast himself down. Now Timagoras took no account of his life, and was ready to gratify the youth in any of his requests, so he went and cast himself down. When Meles saw that Timagoras was dead, he suffered such pangs of remorse that he threw himself from the same rock and died. From this time the resident aliens worshipped as Anteros the avenging spirit of Timagoras.

(Pausanias, Description of Greece, I, xxx, 1)

By Pausanias’s account, the presence of Anteros was implicit in the fate of Meles, just as Eros’s hand was implicit in the fate of Timagoras. The Acropolis altar was constructed as much in remembrance of both lover-victims as in awe of the brother-god (Figure 1.3 a, b, and c).

But now, add to this drama of human suffering an explicit image of the god himself. Pausanias found, in the open gymnasium at Elis, a second altar built to Anteros and, in the wrestling school of an adjoining enclosed gymnasium, a bas-relief depicting him. In this carving, a figure of Eros holds a palm branch, and his brother Anteros tries to wrest it from him (Pausanias, Description of Greece, 6, 23, 3 & 5) (Figure ii).

Pausanias presents two seemingly contradictory images of Anteros. In the first image, Anteros is intuited as an avenger of slighted love, and thus he is in league with Eros: he strikes Meles with suicidal remorse for his offences against Timagoras and, by extension, against Eros. But in the second, Anteros appears in opposition to Eros, wrestling his brother at the gymnasium site for possession of a palm-branch.

Eros and his brother appear more gently and in a natural setting in an anecdote told by Eunapius in his Lives of the Sophists. The philosopher Iamblichus came with his disciples to the warm springs of Gadara, in Syria. While he bathed there, the natives told him that two of the springs were known as Eros and Anteros. Iamblichus uttered a charm and drew forth from one spring a light-haired Eros and from the other his dark-haired brother. The two held fast to Iamblichus ‘as to a father’ until he returned each to his watery dwelling place. Eunapius offers no explanation for the anecdote, but here, in these two bubbling springs, is a fraternal complementarity of opposites: Eros is granted the light and Anteros the dark (Eunapius, p. 368) (Figure 1.4).


[image: fig1_10_1_B.jpg]

Two additional details concerning Anteros’s genealogy can be attributed to the imaginations of Cicero and Themistius. Cicero wrote his study The Nature of the Gods at around the same time as the construction of the Villa of Mysteries; he is the first (as far as modern scholars know) to identify Anteros as the son of Ares/Mars and Aphrodite/Venus:

The first Venus was the daughter of Caelus and Dies; her shrine at Elis I have myself seen. The second was sprung from the foam; we are told that she and Mercury were parents of Cupid…. The third, daughter of Jupiter and Dione, was married to Vulcan, but her son Anteros is said to have been fathered by Mars.

(Cicero, 46 BC, The Nature of the Gods, 3, 59)

Thus Cicero gives both Eros and Anteros a place in the gods’ family tree. Anteros is the son of the warring and conflictual Ares/Mars; his brother Eros is the son of Hermes/Mercury the bridge-maker, the connector of worlds.

But it is the philosopher Themistius who, four centuries after Cicero and contemporarily with Eunapius, tells the full story:

When Aphrodite bore Eros, the lad was fair and like his mother in every way, save that he did not grow to a stature befitting his beauty, nor did he put on flesh; but he long remained at the size which he had had at birth. This matter perplexed his mother and the Muses who nursed him, and presenting themselves before Themis (for Apollo did not yet possess Delphi) they begged for a cure to this strange and wondrous mischance. So Themis spoke. ‘Why’, said she, ‘I will solve your difficulty, for you have not yet learned the nature of the child. Your true Eros, Aphrodite, might indeed be born by himself, but could not possibly grow by himself; if you wish Eros to grow you need Anteros. These two brothers will be of the same nature, and each will be cause of the other’s growth; for as they see each other they will alike grow, but if either is left alone they will both waste away.’ So Aphrodite gave birth to Anteros, and Eros shot up at once; his wings sprouted and he grew tall. The circumstances of his establishment being so remarkable, he often passes through incredible vicissitudes, now waxing, now waning, and again increasing. But he needs his brother always beside him; sensing him large, he strives to prove himself greater, or finding him small and slight he often wastes unwillingly away.

(Themistius, Orations, 24)


[image: fig1_3_B.jpg]
Figure 1.3 a, b, and c. Erotes Pursuing a Youth. From Athens (Royal Stables). Vase, c. 480 BC, by the vase painter and potter Douris. National Archaeological Museum, Athens. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of Culture/Archaeological Receipts Fund.


This story forms part of an argument in which Themistius tries to persuade his Nicomedian audience that Rhetoric and Philosophy are interdependent and can develop only in each other’s presence. To lend weight to the analogy, Themistius presents the myth as both ancient and famous, but he cites no sources, and none exists today.


[image: fig1_4_B.jpg]
Figure 1.4 Dark-haired Anteros and Light-haired Eros. Vase, c. 470 BC. Copyright © Hessische Hausstiftung, Museum Schloss Fasanerie, Eichenzell/Fulda, Germany.


All stories of the god Anteros from medieval to early modern times have been constructed from these five references.
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