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THE ENCHANTED VOYAGE: A STUDY OF THE EFFECTS 
OF THE OCEAN ON SOME ASPECTS OF 

HUMAN CULTURE 
BY 

G. EVELYN HUTCHINSON 
Osborn Zoological Laboratory 

Yale University 

The symbolic and allegorical aspects of the sea and of the ship 
have been treated so fully and recently by Mr. W. H. Auden in his 
illuminating study The Enchaf ed Flood, 1 that it would be presumptuous 
to attempt to say anything new about them from a literary point of 
view. Mr. Auden has considered his themes morally, religiously 
and tragically; what he has left to explore may at first seem frivolous 
or at best merely decorative, but when the exploration has yielded 
its results, some hint of a serious purpose may be apparent. 

As a beginning, an examination of the first scene of The Tempest 
will be appropriate, since it introduces us to a world where terrestrial 
action and maritime action are in conflict. The situation reminds 
us of one of those extraordinary paintings of Magnasco in which a 
seascape seems to be overpowering a landscape. 

The Tempest opens with the members of the royal household of 
Naples, who have authority on land, abusing the boatswain, who has 
authority on the ship. However, the old councillor Gonzalo, who 
is better and wiser than the other landsmen, expresses his confidence 
in the boatswain with these very remarkable words. "I have great 
comfort from this fellow: me thinks he hath no drowning mark upon 
him, his complexion is perfect gallows. Stand forth good Fate to his 
hanging: make the rope of his destiny our cable ... " It is clear 
from this that the predicament in which the passengers found them-
selves would not end fatally. 

Mr. T. S. Eliot, in The Wasteland, his first major work, used, as is 
well known, a number of images and phrases from The Tempest, 
Shakespeare's last work. In a certain sense The Wasteland is the 
converse or reciprocal of The Tempest. Of the images that Mr. 
Eliot rejected, at least initially, the hanged man is pre-eminent. 
Madame Sesostris, the fortune-teller with a somewhat unorthodox 
pack of tarot cards, remarks, "I do not see the hanged man. Fear 

1 W. H. Auden, The Enchafed Flood or The Romantic Iconography of the Sea. 
Random House, New York, 1950. 
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death by water." In the fully developed lore of the tarot cards the 
hanged man is given the meaning of the death of self as a prereq~isite 
~or_ illumination. Little enough is known of the origin of the tarot; 
1t 1s not unreasonable to ally the hanged man to the Crucifixion, 
but this can hardly be a primitive meaning. Whatever the original 
interpretation may have been, Eliot consciously rejected the symbol 
substituting for it the drowned man, Phloebas the Phoenician sailor' 
though his notes imply that the hanged man appears late in the poe~ 
in a shadowy form. For Eliot, the magical storm, which is innocuous 
in The Tempest, causes a disaster, and although all is not lost, the king 
is left fishing in a squalid world with an arid plane at his back and 
considering how he may salvage the little that is left of his possessions. 

It is my purpose to show that an antithesis like that between the 
hanged man and the drowned man of The Tempest and The Wasteland 
has behind it much that is magical in the sea. 

We may regard any oceanographic expedition as one sort of voyage, 
having some of the general properties of other voyages. There are 
a number of men in a ship. Traditionally, they are separated from 
women; they could not form a biologically stable community. Like 
any of the oceangoing sea-birds, man finds that he must return to 
the land to breed. Thus there is always the danger that the men on a 
voyage may be stranded on Circe's domain, or encounter the Sirens, 
or run aground on any of the numerous islands of women that are so 
persistent a feature of mythology.2 Just as the modern expedition 
is in search of knowledge, so its mythological prototype is in search 
of magic. The voyage is undertaken to make the sea yield enchant-
ment, which, though dangerous, may also be useful and beautiful. 

All objects of the search will be things that still might be within 
the domain of any expedition studying biological oceanography. 
There will be time to consider only a few coelenterates and molluscs, 
precious coral, cowries, the sea snails that yield Tyrian purple, and 
pearls. One might add many other species, and one should not be 
surprised at the presence in the collection of quite unlikely organisms. 
For instance, there was probably an Octopus cult in the Mediterranean 
in prehistoric times, and this seems to have spread as far northwest 
as the island of Alderney.3 It will not be possible, however, for one 
investigator to examine the whole collection, hence much of interest 
must be put on one side. Before beginning our study, it is desirable 

2 Anthony Thorne's Young Man on a Dolphin provides a recent and very delightful 
example. 

1 Kendrick (The Archaeology of the Channel Islands, Vol. I, The Bailiwich of 
Guernsey, London, 1928) figures a problematic stone object from a megalithic site 
on Alderney with the tentative suggestion that it is a cephalopod. There is no doubt 
that it represents Octopus or Eledone. 
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to remember that there is a persistant tendency to people the sea 
with beings paralleling those on land. When Alexander the Great 
is depicted in a mediaeval miniature of what Dr. Beebe has himself 
recognized as a prototype of the bathysphere, he is shown in a sub-
marine landscape containing not only fishes but a thicket of submarine 
trees and a pair of submarine human beings, a merman and a mermaid. 
Today we have sea-horses, sea-cows, sea dogs (canes marini or dogfish, 
of which more hereafter), sea robins, sea urchins, sea anemones, as 
well as a few parallels of human artifacts such as sea pens and sea 
squirts. It will be clear, in fact, that the drowned man is in part a 
sea hanged man. For the moment, however, it may merely be 
noted that belief in such correspondences, which, incidentally, is 
mentioned in a more recondite form in the prefatory note to Shelley's 
Sensitive Plant, was very widespread. 

The first specimens collected on our Enchanted Voyage belong to 
Corallium rubrum, the precious coral. On many early Italian paintings 
of the Madonna and Child, the latter wears at his throat a small 
branch of coral. In a few cases this is accompanied by some other 
ornament which may even be a cross (Fig. 1). The coral in some 
cases is a natural branch, somewhat polished; in other cases it may 
be worked into the shape of a horn. Such coral horns are still worn 
widely in southern Italy, where it is believed that they protect the 
wearer against the evil eye. Since children are considered to be 
particularly sensitive to such a baleful influence, it is reasonable 
that they should wear this ornament. In pagan times every Roman 
baby had hung about its neck, for the same purpose, a frankly phallic 
charm called the res turpicula, which was sometimes, though not 
invariably, made of coral. 

There is also known, mainly in southern Italy,4 a very remarkable 
charm which is used by pregnant women and which is hung at the 
necks of very small children. This charm is termed the cimaruta 
(Fig. 2) or sprig of rue. It is composite; in fact, some of the elements 
could be obtained separately. The standard components are a 
crescent moon, usually two birds, a key, and a flower which is supposed 
to be the rue (Ruta graveolens) flower (Fig. 3), though it lacks the 
stamens that alternate with the five petals.5 An essential part of the 
charm is evidently one or more clenched hands, with the thumbs 
projecting between the index and middle fingers. This obviously 

• I have been shown an example which is said to come from Florence. The great 
collection of these objects, that of Elworthy, is in the museum at Taunton, Somerset, 
England. See also F. T. Elworthy (The Evil Eye, London, 1895), from whose 
work some of my information is derived. However, Elworthy did not realize the 
connection between coral and cimaruta. 

6 Many rue flowers are in fact quadriradiate rather than quinqueradiate. 
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Figures 1-6. 1. Coral and cross at the neck of the Christ child, from a painting by Giacomo di Mino del Pellic-
ciaio (? 1342) in the Church of SS. Martino e Vittorio, Sarteano, Italy. 2. Cimaruta, Naples (coll. Margaret Hutchinson). 
3. Flower of Rue 4. Leaf of Rue. 5. Bronze amulet, early Iron Age (Bologna Museum; after Elworthy). 6. Branch of 
precious coral. 
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phallic gesture, protective against malocchio and known as mano a 
fico, is also found on the Roman res turpicula. In all good old exam-
ples, dating from the time of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, the 
ring at the top and sometimes other parts of the charm bear the hall-
mark NAP; it was considered important that the cimaruta be made of 
silver. There is little doubt that the moon, key, and rue flower are 
connected with Artemis or Hecate; the requirement that the charm 
be of silver fits a moon goddess also. However, when we extract 
these elements, and the birds, and mano a fico, we are left with a 
branching structure which is not much like a rue leaf (Fig. 4) and 
still less like a sprig of the plant; but it is almost identical with an 
early Iron Age object in the Bologna Museum (Fig. 5) which I believe 
is merely a bronze model of a branch of coral. Pliny tells us that 
coral was useful medicinally in infancy and that it also prevented 
nosebleeding. It may be significant that, within the past half cen-
tury, pregnant women who were unable to afford a silver charm might 
stuff actual rue sprigs up their nostrils.6 It would seem reasonably 
clear that the coral and the rue are to some extent interchangeable 
in prophylactic magic; from this point of view coral is a kind of sea-rue, II 
or perhaps rue a kind of terrestrial coral. Ii 

As ordinarily understood, Artemis has no connection with the sea. II 
She is a goddess of the moon, of the chase, a protector of virginity, 
a guardian of the nether world (as Hecate with her key), and in one 
form a goddess of marshes. The frog, her symbol in this last context, ii 
was widely used as a charm, at least until the late 19th century, 11 

if not more recently. A frog, however, is essentially a freshwater 
animal. The association of Artemis with coral is therefore not easily 
explained and can hardly be primary. 

Another very common Neapolitan charm is in the form of a mermaid, 
often with two tails, or of a woman riding on a sea horse. Such a 
charm was called Sirene, so we now have caught another mythological 
being out of the sea. Though the purpose was the same as that of 
the cimaruta, the sirene was hung in a house or formed part of the 
elaborate ornaments of the harness of horses. 7 One remarkable 11 

feature of the sirene is that it was usually ornamented with bells. 1: 

As Elworthy points out, similar bells formed part of an object called 
"coral and bells," which was customarily given to teething infants in 
England, at least down to the middle of the last century. It con-

e This information was given the writer in 1926 in Naples by Miss Florence Allen. 
7 Traditionally this was most elaborate; the writer has seen the central part 

swathed in black during Holy Week. Elworthy describes some of the objects in-
volved, but a peculiar and not very common figure, that of a boy holding his shirt 
up to his waist in front and wearing a conical cap, looked very ancient and unex-
plained. 
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sisted8 of a branch of coral with a rattle bearing the bells at one end. 
The coral and bells seems to link the belled siren with the coral horn 
and the silver cimaruta. That the charms are complex and incon-
sistent probably indicates a long and elaborate history. The associa-
tion with Artemis or the sirens may well be a late aspect of that his-
tory. All that we can rightly conclude is that they involve some 
mythological lady out of the sea. 

Of all such mythological ladies, none is more justly celebrated than 
Aphrodite, and when we turn to her we find a most curious situation. 
Hesiod, in his Theogony, says she arose from the sea foam. The 
ancient Greek philologists indeed derived her name from dcpp6,;, 
but they were incorrect according to modern researches. She is 
usually supposed to be of eastern origin; the Greeks themselves sup-
posed she came from Cyprus. Hesiod's story is a very odd one. 
He related that Kronos, the son of Uranos, castrated his father and 
that the foam from which Aphrodite arose collected round the severed 
genitalia of the old sky god which had fallen into the sea. There 
was another story of the origin of Aphrodite, given by Homer, that 
puts her much later in celestial history as the daughter of Zeus and 
Dione. The later Greeks, in fact, distinguished between the mother-
less Aphrodite Urania and the more conventionally generated Aphro-
dite Pandemos, but there is no ancient authority for this. Cornford, 9 

among others, has clearly shown that Hesiod's Theogony is derived 
from the ancient mythologies of the mainland of western Asia; such 
mythologies are apparently explanations of still older rituals. We 
may guess vaguely that behind the succession of Uranos, Kronos and 
Zeus lies a series of divine kings, mutilated or killed by their succes-
sors, and that the generative power of water and the abundance of the 
sea was somehow supposed to depend on such bloody practices. 

Of all the objects that can be associated with Aphrodite, none is 
more significant than the cowry shell.10 We use her name Cypraea 
for the type genus of the cowry family. Egyptian princesses, far 
before the Greeks existed as we know them, wore magnificent girdles 
of gold cowry shells which doubtless promoted fertility. In western 
Tibet the women still wore, at least until a few years ago, an elaborate 
ornament composed of a brass fret from which hung strings of Mone-
taria; this fret was given a name that specifically implied a visceral 

8 The writer remembers one owned by his grandmother, who was born in the 1840's, 
and suspects that this example had a whistle moUI1ted at the end opposite to the 
bells. 

9 F. M. Cornford, Principium Sapientiae, Cambridge, 1952. 
10 See particularly J . Wilfred Jackson, Shells as Evidence of the Migrations of Early 

Culture, with Introduction by G. Elliot Smith. Pub!. Univ. Manchester Ethnograph. 
Ser. II . 1917. 
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significance; the word for a cowry appears to mean also womb. It 
was worn on the right hip, Buddha having been born from the right 
hip of his mother. When a woman was wealthy enough, she would 
add further strings of cowries to her belt and might attach some of 
the large species of Cypraea in addition.11 

If we now return to land and look for the terrestrial parallel of the 
cowry, we find it in the mandrake, the true old world mandragora, 
as the evidence collected by Rendell Harris12 clearly shows. Man-
drake roots were used in a way like cowries, hung around the waist to 
promote fertility. At this point, very unexpectedly, the hanged 
man enters, for the mandrake was believed to grow at the foot of a 
gibbet on which a man, preferably innocent, had been hung.13 There 
is one classical reference to the innocent victim being Prometheus. 

To pick a mandrake was very dangerous, in fact fatal, so the mediae-
val herbalist recommended that the plant be loosened and then tied 
to the tail of an unwanted dog. The dog was to be enticed from the 
spot with a piece of meat. As it ran to get the meat, the mandrake 
was pulled out, giving a horrible shriek as it left the earth; the un-
happy dog expired and the herbalist went off with his prize. The 
linking of a dog to the terrestrial expression of Aphrodite is very in-
teresting, because it is reflected in the extraordinary story of the origin 
of Tyrian purple. This dye, a bromine derivative of indigo, is produced 
in the pallial glands of a number of species of Murex and Thais and 
perhaps of other genera of the Muricidae. It was used as a dye in 
various parts of both the Old and the New World. One may wonder 
how the process was ever discovered, particularly since the dye is 
present in the gland as a leuco-form which requires exposure to air 
and light for some minutes before the purple color develops. The 
ancients, however, knew that one day Hercules was walking with 
a young Tyrian lady along the beach. His dog bit at something and 
then began to foam purple at the mouth. The lady was so intrigued 
with the color that she challenged Hercules to obtain her a dress of 
the same shade. Hercules, being a practical man, went to the source 
of the matter and established the Tyrian dye industry. There is a 
very persistent myth about sharks, canes marini, guarding pearls; 
in some cases in which the pearl fisher is killed by the shark, it seems 
possible that we have a story of which the mandrake myth is a con-

n G. E. Hutchinson, The Clear Mirror, Cambridge Univ. Press, 1937. See also 
Lakes in the Desert (Amer. Sci., 37: 399, July 1949) for a photograph of a western 
Tibetan lady wearing the ornament in question. 

12 Rendell Harris, The Ascent of Olympus, Manchester Univ. Press, 1927. 
13 It was apparently said that the plant was derived from the semen of the corpse, 

which completes the Uranos parallel quite diagrammatically. 
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fused and inverted version.14 The pearls are certainly connected 
with Aphrodite and they are, as both Shakespeare and Mr. Eliot 
assure us, the drowned man's eyes. 

We may conclude, therefore, from this brief examination of part 
of the collection amassed on the Enchanted Voyage, that, thousands 
of years ago, when ships first put out into the Persian Gulf and the 
seas about Egypt, many of the objects that could be hauled up were 
endowed with magical power. At first they were hard to obtain; 
the ships were small and sharks perhaps dangerous. Moreover, the 
magical powers sought had a strange history, being derived from a 
goddess who had originated through some violence done to a god, a 
god who through this hurt was a benefactor of mankind. It is hard 
to avoid a suspicion that the color of coral, and perhaps of Tyrian 
purple also, implies his blood. This remote and uncertain history 
has had an enormous influence on the creative ability of man. Traces 
of it survive in the folklore and in ornaments of many people. As 
the original stories became more remote in time they became more 
majestic and have influenced the greatest poets right up to our own 
time. There are many things that are obscure in this history, and 
some of them can only be illuminated by further studies of the organ-
isms that carry the myth. The distribution of practices must be 
more closely compared with the distribution of such organisms. 
Biological oceanography has some part to play in the final elucidation 
of the histories of coral, cowries, Tyrian purple, and pearls. Our 
science may have wide peripheral meanings and may help to light 
up very deep recesses of the human soul. And so, with Prospero:-

Now my charms are all o'erthrown 
And what strength I have 's my own 
Which is most faint: now 'tis true 
I must be here confined by you 
Or sent to Naples ... 

Gentle breath of yours my sails 
Must fill, or else my project fails 
Which was to please. Now I want 
Spirits to enforce, art to enchant 
And my ending is dispair 
Unless it be relieved by prayer 
Which pierces so, that it assaults 
Mercy itself and frees all faults 
As you from crimes would pardoned be 
Let your indulgence set me free. 

14 G. Elliot Smith in Jackson, referred to in footnote 10. 


