Connotations - A Journal for Critical Debate by the Connotations Society is licensed under a Creative

Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

<https://doi.org/10.25623/conn002.2-gillham-1>

Connotations
Vol. 2.2 (1992)

“Single Natures Double Name”:'
Some Comments on The Phoenix and Turtle

CHRISTIANE GILLHAM

In his comment on the “sole Arabian tree” in Shakespeare’s The Phoenix
and Turtle (P&T) Grosart drew attention to the homonymy of Greek
potvig: “The palm is meant. In Greek phoinix, and meaning both phoenix
and palmtree.”? This trace, which has never been followed, has given
rise to the following comments.

In the Renaissance, agreement in the verba was still felt to be an
indicator of hidden congruence in the res.? In other words, the identical
or similar name suggested a parallel in the Book of Nature, i.e., in the
case of phoinix, the integral relationship between the tree and the bird.

The following remarks are to show that this “natural” analogy was
taken to be a fact by natural philosophers of the classical tradition, which
means that when the one was named, the two were always addressed,
this in turn bringing into focus a hitherto disregarded source for The
Phoenix and Turtle.

In early speculations on the phoenix, this legendary bird is seen to
be naturally related to the palmtree. Pliny, for instance, assumes that
the phoenix obtained his name from the palm (phoinix). The bird is said
to die and to rise again when the tree experiences its rebirth.? This entry
in the “Book of Nature” finds an exact poetic parallel in Ovid’s
Metamorphoses, where the phoenix fashions his pyre “in the topmost
branches of a waving palm-tree.”> The topical connection between the
bird and the tree is further pursued in the Christian tradition, where
the phoenix is frequently seen to be roosting on top of the palm in
delineations of paradise.t

According to the myth, the uniqueness of the bird phoenix consists
in its cremating itself every 500 years to rise again from the ashes,” first
in the form of a worm which will have matured to the full-grown bird
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after three days.® Accordingly, the ashes do not signify the death of
the phoenix; they are not, as is generally maintained, merely an infertile,
dead substance,’ but on the contrary a breeding-ground of new life.
To quote Henry Vaughan's translation of Claudian’s Phoenix:

. .. life which in the ashes lurks

Hath framed the heart, and taught new blood new works;
The whole heap stirs, and every part assumes

Due vigour; . .. 1©

It is this substance of fertile ashes'! which links the two natures, palm
and bird, listed under the single name, phoinix. Thomas Mann in one
of the most beautiful chapters of the beautiful story of Joseph and His
Brethren, shows the young Joseph climbing date-palms in Potiphar’s
garden in order to transfer the pollen, also an ash-like substance, which
the narrator calls “Samenstaub” (seed-dust), from a fruitless tree to a
fructifying one.' The date-palm brings fruit only when fertilised (either
naturally by the wind or artificially by the skill of the gardener) with
the seed-dust or pollen of the stamen-bearing tree. The pollen hence
assumes great significance in connection with the generation of fruits.

When Thomas Mann introduces the artificial fertilisation of the date-
palm into his vision of Ancient Egypt as a major motif, speaking of the
necessity of pollinating the “fertile specimens” with the pollen of the
“infertile tree” so as to enable the maturation of fruit, he does not resort
to irony and anachronism. The Egyptians are not wrongly credited with
a knowledge usually accredited to Linné in the Fundamenta et Philosophia
Botanica of 1732. It is a matter of fact that Thomas Mann’s Joseph and
His Brethren is based on meticulous study and, indeed, the artificial
fertilisation of the date-palm has to be looked for just as far down in
the “deep well of history” as the story of Joseph and his brethren itself.

Herodotus has it that the Assyrians stimulated palm-trees to generate
fruit in much the same way as fig trees:

... they tie the fruit of the palm called male by the Greeks to the date-bearing
palm, that so the gall-fly might enter the dates and cause them to ripen.!®
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Herodotus here describes the so-called caprification, a technique which,
with the aid of gall-flies, is specially intended to improve the fruc-
tification of figs.'* He makes no mention, however, of the pollen, which
in Joseph and His Brethren helps to make the female tree fruitful. So this
brings us no nearer to an ancient knowledge and use of any word or
thing resembling “seed-dust,” and neither in the OED nor in Grimm’s
Deutsches Worterbuch are there any entries dating back to the time before
the systematic botanical studies of the late 17th century. “Pollen” as a
technical term indicating the fertile dust of flowers or plants, is recorded
in the OED for the first time in 1760. Linné himself used the term fovilla,
a derivation from the Latin favilla meaning flying cinders, to denote the
contents of the stamen said to be discovered by him. It would be
tempting to connect fovilla with Shakespeare’s “cinders” and use it to
bridge the gap between the bird and tree as well as over the centuries
but no earlier example can be found. Similarly, the synonymous terms
“dust” or “powder” are not listed in this context before 1672.

There is, nevertheless, one synonymous term in the English language
which in its linguistic evolution somehow reflects the phenomenon of
the fertile dust or powder of plants or flowers as does the German word
“Bliitenstaub,” namely “flour,” “originally the ‘flower’ or finest quality
of meal (lat. flos farinae); a fine soft powder.””® The modern word
“flour,” moreover, still appears in the written form “flowetr” in Johnson’s
Dictionary (1755), so that the two meanings “flour” and “flower” were
represented by the word “flower” right down into the 18th century; in
fact there was no difference between the two words.

This is corroborated by the alchemistic definition of “flower” in the
OED: “the pulverulent form of any substance.”'® Thus, the meanings
of both words overlap as do the words themselves. Moreover, there is
a possible association of the fertile dust of plants or flowers described
by the German word “Bliitenstaub.”

The semantic development of “flower” and “flour” has a parallel in
what happened to “pollen.” This did not, originally, mean “Bliitenstaub”
but “fine flour or meal.” Therefore, it is not unlikely that, inversely,
“flower” may have meant “pollen” in the modern sense long before
Linné. Sidney and Golding in A Woorke concerning the trewnesse of the
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Christian Religion (the translation of Du Plessis Mormay’s theological tract)
provide an example:

We shall see the Earth replenished with Herbes, Trees, and Fruites . .. Whence
is all this? . . . Each thing serveth other, and all serve one alone. Whence may
this bonde come? If things bee everlastingly, and of themselves; how have they
thus put themselves in subjection?.. . . So that if they have had their beginning
of themselves; did they bring foorth them selves in seed, in flower, or in kernell?
In Egge or in full life?"”

As part of the triad “in seed, in flower, or in kernell,” “flower” seems
to be charged with the meaning of “pollen.” Du Plessis Momay obviously
is concerned with “beginnings,” more precisely with the beginnings of
life in its smallest form, for both “seed” and “kernell” refer to the
smallest fertile substance in nature.!® Therefore “flower” here suggests
the proverbially small particles of flour or meal which, in this close
context, seems to share the procreative capacity of “seed” and “kernell.”

Now, the two facts that the pollen of the date-palm played a role in
horticulture at a very early date and that the phenomenon of fertile dust
was long known before Linné’s scientific discovery are corroborated
by a very early text, well-known throughout the Middle Ages and in
the Modern Period, Pliny’s Historia Naturalis. Thomas Mann’s “quaint
tale” of fertilising the palm with seed-dust most likely has its origin here:

... sine maribus non gignere feminas sponte edito nemore confirmant, circaque
singulos plures nutare in eum pronas blandioribus comis; illum erectis hispidum
adflatu visuque ipso et pulvere etiam reliquas maritare; . . . adeoque est veneris
intellectus ut coitus etiam excogitatus sit ab homine e maribus flore ac languine,
interim vero tantum pulvere insperso feminis.'

But, again, there is an earlier authority for Pliny to rely on. Theophrastus
attributes to an ash-like substance a similar function as does Pliny to
pollen in his description of the fertilisation of the date-palm. In De causis
plantarum Theophrastus clearly points to the natural affinity of the date-
palm and the phoenix suggested by the nominal identity:

What occurs in the date-palm (goivikev), while not the same as caprification,
nevertheless bears a certain resemblance to it, which is why the procedure is
called 6Avvealewv. For the flower (&v60¢) and dust (kovioptdg) and down
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(xvotc) from the male date-palm, when sprinkled on the fruit, effect by their
heat (Bepp6m) and the rest of their power a certain dryness and ventilation,
and by this means the fruit remains on the tree.?’

Apart from the identity of the “proper” names of bird and palm,
Theophrastus avails himself of quite a number of terms descriptive of
both. The terms xoviopt6¢, dust or flying ashes—composed of x6vig,
ash, and 8pvopt, whirl up—2! and 8epp6mg, heat,? serve to describe
the development of the fruit of the date-palm. The same expressions
can also be found in the phoenix-legend where the ashes are not infertile
either but, on the contrary, are responsible for the development of the
fruit. The fruit of the date-palm, which is, in turn, also called ¢otvi&,?
rises, so to speak, from its dust-bed of fertile ashes in exactly the same
way as the bird phoenix does. This is to show that, long before Pliny
pointed out the sexual correlations in the fertility of the palm (phoinix),
the tree and the bird had been seen to be related by their common
reliance on either the substance or the motif of the fertile ashes.

It is a matter of fact that these sources were well known in the English
Renaissance. Batman vppon Bartholome may serve as an example. He
maintains that the palm shares the name of the bird because of a natural
“likenesse.”?* Conversely, referring to Pliny, Batman mentions an
Arabian palm which, because of its regenerative affinity, gave its name
to the bird:

In the South Countrie is a manner Palme, that is alone in that kinde, none other
springeth nor commeth thereof: but when this Palme is so olde, that it fayleth
all for age: then oft it quickneth and springeth again of it selfe. Therefore men
suppose, that Phoenix, that is a bird of Arabia, hath the name of this Palme in
Arab;g. For he dieth and quickneth, and liueth oft, as the foresayd Palme doth,

This is another example (pointing to Shakespeare’s “sole Arabian tree”)
which shows that verbal identity was regarded as an indicator of a
natural relationship, and, moreover, that phoenix, bird and palm, was
an outstanding example in this theoretical field. Its suggestiveness is
borne out by Tertullian’s interpretation of Psalm 92:12, which in the
Septuagint (93:13) reads as follows:
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dtxanog dxg gotvik avenoe, . . . .

Tertullian, however, does not read “iustus ut palma florebit” like the
Vulgate but “Et florebis enim uelut phoenix,”? whereby he explicitly
refers not to the tree but to the bird,”” with its rich aura of christological
symbolism.

Again, a converse example is provided by Sir Thomas Browne’s
rejection of common errors concerning the phoenix:

Concerning its generation, that without all conjunction, it begets and reseminates
it selfe, hereby we introduce a vegetable production in animalls, and unto
sensible natures, transferre the propriety of plants.2?

When it comes to the natural rather than verbal affinity, especially with
a view to Shakespeare’s P&T, the motif of the fertile ashes proves to
be most rewarding. Therefore, the “cinders” in the Threnos, far from
being an obstacle, help elucidate the meaning.

Beautie, Truth, and Raritie,
Grace in all simplicitie,
here enclosde, in cinders lie.

In other words, the cinders left after the Phoenix and Turtle have risen
from the pyre in their “mutual flame” contain the complete ideal
substance of both. In prefering “cinders” to ashes, Shakespeare possibly
harkened back to Theophrastus’s description of the development of palm-
fruits. There, the focus was on xoviopt6¢, a word which, as already
mentioned above, is composed of k6vig and Opvom. Cinders, in
Shakespeare’s age, was taken to be derived from Latin cinis, which
explains the spelling with an initial “c.”? Latin cinis, however, is
derived from the Greek k6vic®’ so that the (pseudo-)etymological series
K6vig, cinis, cinders represents a phonetical as well as semantic connection
between Theophrastus’s xoviopt6¢ and Shakespeare’s “cinders.” This
is another link between the “bird of loudest lay” and the “sole Arabian
tree” in Shakespeare’s poem.

When it comes to Shakespeare’s allocation of the sexes in his poem,
that is to say, his making the Phoenix take over the role of bride and
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the Turtle that of groom, yet another and even more venerable source
than the De causis plantarum comes into view. This is the Song of
Solomon, where the phoenix, meaning “palm-tree,” figures as bride and
the turtle as groom. The groom compares his bride to a palmtree (¢pofvig
in the Septuagint):

How fair and how pleasant art thou, O love, for delights!

This thy stature is like to the palm tree (¢otvif), and thy breasts, to clusters

of grapes. '

I said, I will go up to the palm tree, and will take hold of its boughs;
(Cant. 7:6-8)

This is far from being the only parallel between P&T and the Song of
Solomon. There is an equally striking, if hidden, example in Cant. 2:14:

O my dove, who art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs,
let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is.thy voice, and
thy countenance is comely.

This verse is, however, somewhat ambiguous. It is syntactically uncertain
whether the bride in the preceding verses is meant to be repeating the
words of the groom or whether she is actually addressing him in direct
speech. Accordingly, two ways of mystical exegesis have been offered.
On the one hand the dove may be identified with the bride and becomes
then either a symbol of the church or of the individual soul.’!

There is, however, another interpretation according to which the
bridegroom is the dove meaning Christ. This interpretation is referred
to in the chapter on the turtle-dove in the Physiologus:

This bird may be compared to our Lord Jesus Christ, for he is our chattering
spiritual turtle-dove, the truly sweet and melodious bird, that in preaching
the gospel has made resound what is below the heavens. Therefore, the bride
herself, that is the church of all people, says to the turtle: “Let me see your
countenance, let me hear your voice, for your voice is sweet, and your
countenance is comely.” (Cant. 2:14)*

The ambiguous allocation of sexes in the Song of Solomon (the phoenix
is meant to be the bride only,? but the turtle may mean both, bride
and groom) may provide a background setting off some of the seeming



“Single Natures Double Name” 133

inconsistencies of P&T. It could, for example, help interpret what tends
to be the neutralization of opposites between male and female:

So they lov’d as love in twaine,
Had the essence but in one,

Two distincts, Division none,
Number there in love was slaine.

Hearts remote, yet not asunder,

Distance and no space was seene,

Twixt this Turtle and his Queene;

But in them it were a wonder. (P&T 25-32)

The homonymy of ¢oivi§ in Greek, therefore, not only extends the
meaning of the name “Phoenix” in Shakespeare’s poem. It also brings
into play, as a possible source, the Song of Solomon. This, again, is an
instance of classical sources being indicators of typological lore.

Westfilische Wilhelms-Universitat
Miinster
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