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The Unconquerable Heart

“Circe’s Power” by Louise Gluck manifests power’s inability to buy love. This poem is told from the viewpoint of Circe, a sorceress who turns Odysseus’s men into pigs and holds him on her island for a year. Circe begins by defending her decision to transform the men and flaunts her logical reasoning, arguing that they were already pigs at heart. As the poem progresses, she mentions her longing for Odysseus’s love, and she muses that she released him once he desired to set sail rather than hold him captive. Through Circe, Gluck demonstrates that while power can control the exterior, it cannot penetrate the heart.

Circe’s power is exemplified by her ability to control many aspects of her surroundings. In the second stanza Circe whines, “I’m sick of your world…/ that lets the outside disguise the inside”(Gluck Lines 4-5). This is said as though Odysseus and his men are in an inferior universe that she watches from above like the Greek gods who rest in Heaven; she is dominant. Once she makes the men “look like pigs” (3), her physical power over them is evident, for she can alter their appearance. Additionally, Circe later claims to Odysseus, “I foresaw your departure, your men with my help braving the crying and pounding sea” (18-19). Fighting the sea is shown as a difficult task, for the water is described as “crying and pounding” instead of simply rolling or beautiful. Also, the men aren’t merely sailing the ocean, they are “braving” it, giving a sense of fright. To control something so violent requires not only bravery but also incredible power over nature only found in gods such as Poseidon. Furthermore, Circe refers to herself as a “pragmatist.” This suggests she has the power over herself enabling her to control her actions and deal with situations in a practical manner. With the ability to control certain aspects of people and nature, along with herself, Circe’s power appears limitless.


However, Circe lacks the power to change people on the inside. This is portrayed through her experience with Odysseus’s men, for she says, “Some people are pigs; I make them…/look like pigs” (2-3). Here the reader is able to see that her power is artificial; it can only control the exterior. Circe continues, “Under the care of…/me and my ladies, they…/sweetened right up” (9-11). Circe cannot “sweeten up” the men without the help of her ladies, exposing a lack of independence and need for the help of others. Furthermore, “under the care” shows a long process of time, so the change from reckless to disciplined was not immediate. Thus, Circe needed to go through the lengthy procedure of turning the men into pigs in order to teach them discipline, for she lacks the ability to cast a magical spell that eradicates their reckless ways.

Gluck manifests Circe’s desire for Odysseus when she muses, “I saw we could be happy here…/as men and women are…/when their needs are simple” (14-17). It can be inferred that the simple need shared between men and women is mutual love. Circe longs for this love because she believes that within the presence of love they “could be happy here.” Happiness is an emotion one strives to achieve throughout one’s life, thus the connection between Odysseus’s love and happiness shows an endless longing building up in Circe.

Once Odysseus’s men have learned discipline, Circe “reversed the spell…/showing you my goodness…/as well as my power” (12-14). Circe now is desperately trying to control Odysseus’s heart. “Showing you” implies that she is going through this whole spectacle of transformation to flaunt her attributes to him in hopes of winning his admiration. Her cunning trick fails, for later she says, “I foresaw your departure” (18). Now Circe has realized that Odysseus must leave because he longs for Penelope rather than her. She claims that she “sees essence” (24) yet she can “face limitation” (25). By this she means that she had seen the depth of their love, yet can accept the reality that she cannot alternate the map of his heart to lead to her.

Apart from Odysseus, Circe is left to reflect. She questions the reader, “You think…/ a few tears upset me?” (20-21). This, however, appears to be a rhetorical question that this is not much of an inquiry but is rather a statement. It seems as if it is said through clenched teeth, trying to mask her inner pain that seeps through nonetheless. Also, “a few tears” shows that at the time she was in fact hurt, for tears are shed when someone feels deep emotion. The poem ends in a threatening manner, as Circe says, “If I wanted only to hold you…/I could hold you prisoner” (25-26). “Hold” in this passage has a double meaning. The first time it is used as the act of being affectionate, such as cradling or caressing. The second time it is used when she says she could hold Odysseus as prisoner, hold is seen as to physically incarcerate him to simply have him present. It is obvious that Circe desires to hold him in the first sense, so if she held him captive against his will as a prisoner it wouldn’t be sufficient because it isn’t “only” what she wants. As much as she resents it, the fact that Odysseus loves Penelope and wishes to return to her is beyond her power, and because she seeks true love, she cannot tolerate him as just a prisoner of her lust. Therefore, faced with rejection, Circe is left with anger towards Odysseus.

The title of the poem “Circe’s power” is evidently paradoxical. Circe’s power is undeniable: she can transform men to resemble pigs, control the violent sea, and restrain her own feelings. However, she can only turn Odysseus’s men into pigs to teach them discipline, showing her weakness over people’s personality. Furthermore, her power is ineffective over the heart, thus she’s unable to fulfill her desire for Odysseus’s love. She is left in emotional pain, crying for the heart she lost, then threatening out of frustration. Gluck demonstrates that upon realizing the barrier between power and love, one reacts with sadness and anger.
