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THE HARPY IN MORE'S HOUSEHOLD I: 

WAS IT LADY ALICE 7 

Recently scholars have begun to revise the traditional view of 
Alice Middleton, the second wife of Thomas More, as a shrew. Ruth 
Norrington in her biography, and Conal Condren, Albert J. Geritz, and 
I in articles have challenged this interpretation of her character. One of 
the problems in overturning this view is that some of the evidence for it 
can be found in the correspondence of Erasmus. As Condren bas lamen- 
ted in Moreuna, << . . . even if a rehabilitation were achieved, it would . . . 
leave anomalies ; Erasmw, for example, seems to have got on well 
enough with More's first wife. M While this comment has validity, i t  is 
also true that, when all of the references of Erasmus to Alice are read in 
association with each other and not selectively taken out of context, 
they give, on the whole, as Germain Marc'hadour has asserted, << a 
good impression of her n as the wife of Thomas. They could be inter- 
preted in a still more positive way if two translations from the Erasmus 
correspondence, which have been used to buttress the traditional view 
of her as a loquacious woman, are recognized as incorrect and are no 
longer used as evidence for her character. 

One of these translations has already been discussed in my Ren- 
dezvous article. I shall briefly review it here and then turn to the second 
translation, which is the subject of this paper. In his 1519 letter to Ulrich 
von Hutten, Erasmus echoes More's description of Alice as nec be110 
udmodrtm necpuella. Literally translated as neither a very pretty nor 
young woman, n the phrase is absolutely correct ; indisputably, Alice 
close to forty years of age at the time of their marriage, was not young 
and pretty. Although unflattering, this unvarnished and straightfor- 
ward admission should not be taken out of its context and interpreted as 
a husbandly slur or even as evidence that she was ugly. 

Unfortunately, it has frequently been translated as c i  neither a 
pearl nor a girl. n This version form a vulgar rhyme by rendering the 
adjective bclla into wlloquial or slang English as 4< pearl B. Because 
Erasmus, in addition to quoting her husband, went on to credit Alice 
with good housekaeping, it can reasonably be argued that he, himself, 
migbt have thought of her as a u pearl w of a housekeeper. In the con- 
text of this letter at least, he would not have made the broader generali- 
zation sugeested by this faulty version of his words. ' 
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The second misleading translation and its subsequent interpreta- 
tion as an allusion to Alice is in a letter of Andreas Ammonius. An Ita- 
lian friend of Erasmus, Ammonius, who had royal and papal employ- 
ment, had been lodging with the More family for some time. On Octo- 
ber 27, 1511 he wrote Erasmus, then at Cambridge University, that his 
recent move from the More household meant he no longer had to look 
at tes harpuias to ankylon rhomphon (a transliteration of the words he 
wrote in Greek). This phrase, surviving only in a printed version, is in 
garbled Greek. While indisputably, the genitive, tes harpuias, must be 
rendered cc of the harpy, >> the translation of rhomphon as cc crooked 
beak >> is forced, for there is no such Greek noun. The translation of 
rhomphon as beak is based upon the hypothesis that what Ammonius 
really intended was the neuter rhamphos, which means cc crooked 
beak. >> Since the adjective, ankylon, means crooked, it is reasonable to 
speculate that Ammonius could have mistakenly written rhomphon. 

The suggestion that he was referring to the nose of Lady Alice 
More, even though she was not specifically named in the letter, is far 
less plausible. First, even if the clause could be read in the traditional 
way, Alice did not have a hooked nose, as even a cursory glance at Hol- 
bein's famous sketch of the More family quickly shows. Secondly, and 
more importantly, it is not likely that Ammonius would compare her 
behavior to that of this mythological beast. To prove that she was not 
the harpy, it will be necessary to look at the variety of ways that the 
word has been defined and to establish, on the basis of contemporary 
evidence, what it probably meant to Erasmus and Ammonius. With its 
meaning determined, it will be possible to compare and contrast the 
known attributes of Alice with those of a harpy. Finally, alternative 
identities for the creature will be proposed. 

In identifying Alice as the anonymous harpy, scholars have 
intended apparently to indicate that she was a talkative person, a shrew. 
They have suggested that Ammonius made this cc ungallant allusion >>to 
her nose because she was unfriendly to him and had not cc welcomed her 
husband's friends n as guests in her home. They have taken for granted 
that it was her move into the More household as the new bride of Tho- 
mas in the autumn of 1511 that caused Ammonius to seek other lod- 
gings. Not only are these interpretations speculative but they are also 
based on two erroneous assumptions. First, the charge that Alice wan- 
ted to prevent Ammonius or any other of her husband's friends from 
lodging in the household is probably incorrect. Since Ammonius, who 
had steady employment, had been living with More for several months 

at a time when rooms were relatively scarce in London, there is more 
reason to believe that he was a paying lodger than that he was a freeloa- 
ding guest. It was not unusual in Tudor England for single men to lease 
rooms in the households of urban friends. ' 

Secondly, this interpretation assumes that, when they used the 
imagery of the Greek harpy, these humanists had in mind a talkative 
woman. But this definition is merely a colloquial, modern one. A survey 
of English dictionaries from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries 
reveals that there are two words with similar spellings but with totally 
dissimilar origins and definitions. From the Anglo-Saxon comes the 
word harp, which has, itself, two different meanings. As a noun it is the 
musical instrument ; as a verb it refers to dwelling upon a subject. The 
person who plays the harp or who speaks frequently about a subject is 
thus known as a harper. The second word, harpy, which means snat- 
cher or robber, has Greek roots and has sometimes been confused by 
scholars with the Anglo-Saxon harper. The Greek harpy is based on 
mythology, and to understand it properly requires a smattering know- 
ledge of classical literature. 

The works of three Greek authors are particularly relevant. In 
the Iliad, Homer refers to the horses of Achilles as the children of 
Podarge (swiftfoot), who is usually identified as a harpy. In the Odys- 
sey, he has Penelope talk about the stormwinds that snatch away chil- 
dren. The notion of winds, of fast movements, and of snatchers or rob- 
bers gave rise to the more clearly defined mythological creatures, the 
cc deathdemons >> called harpies. In the century after Homer, Hesiod 
identified two harpies, Okypete (swiftwing) and Aello (stormwind), 
whose wings kept pace with the blowing winds. The third important 
reference is in the Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius who characteri- 
zes them as ministers of divine vengeance sent by Zeus to punish Phi- 
neus. Whenever the poor man tried to eat, these creatures swooped 
down and snatched away his food, leaving behind only befouled 
scraps. 

Although several important Roman scholars wrote about the 
harpies, the description of Virgil was and is the best-known. In the 
Aeneid he synthesizes the information about them, commenting upon 
their greed, their plundering ways, their foul odor, their movement with 
the wind, and their association with death. He tells of how Aeneas and 
his colleagues encountered the winged monsters, who swooped down 
from their dens, seizing food, and defiling everything with their filth. 
One, Celaeno (the black one) predicted that Aeneas would reach Italy 
but only after he had suffered great hunger and starvation. Later, 
Aeneas found the harpies in hell, sitting beside the gorgons. lo 
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the first extant reference to Alice as the wife of Thomas does not occur 
until 1516 while the last reference to Jane remains in May, 151 1 .  Those 
two dates leave More scholars with the conclusion that some time during 
that five-year period Jane died and Thomas remarried. l 7  

On the basis of the Renaissance understanding of harpy, it is pos- 
sible to speculate that in October, IS1 1 someone in the More household, 
possibly Jane, died. It could have been her death (or someone's death) 
that changed the family routine and created the need for Ammonius to 
seek other lodgings. Often at a time of tragedy, or so contemporaries 
complained, greedy creatures appeared to carry off the family's goods. 
If someone had died, then Ammonius' harpy could easily have been an 
individual normally associated with death, possibly a surgeon, an 
embalmer, a mourner, or even a priest. A priest is a possible candidate 
for the harpy for at least two reasons. First, in early modern Europe, as 
Philippe Arib has observed, from the moment of death the deceased 
belonged to the church : all the preparations for the funeral, including 
the coffining and the celebration of a series of masses, were begun in the 
home. Secondly, in the already quoted adage a To exact tribute from a 
dead person H Erasmus was to lament in 1515, only four years after 
Arnmonius' reference to the harpy, that some greedy priests took 
advantage of death to exact a number of payments from the family of 
the deceased. l 8  

While the creature's identification should remain in the realm of 
surmise, my solution has the advantage of being based solidly on the 
Renaissance understanding of classical mythology. Even if both Eras- 
mus and Ammonius had believed, as do some modern scholars, that 
Alice More was a talkative woman, they would not have labelled her a 
harpy. That word they reserved for robbers and greedy men. 

History Department 
Arizona State University 
Tempe, A Z 85287 
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