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Showing Seeing in Susanna: 
The Virtue of the Text

J E N N I E  G R I L L O

The story of Susanna in the longer Greek versions of the biblical book of Daniel has 
come to be regarded as a “text of terror” within the Septuagint: some recent critics 
classify the book as pornography, offering the reader a chance to spy on Susanna 
directly through the lenses of her violators. But the tools of narratology show that in 
fact the text’s storytelling mechanisms work differently: in particular, the revision 
of Theodotion reorders the story and syntax to resist the voyeuristic perspective of 
the earlier Old Greek version. Further, there is a much more complicated overlap-
ping of visual fields in the Susanna-tale than a monolithic, one-directional male 
gaze: Greek theatrical conventions, ancient optics, and modern theory converge to 
expose an intricate map of what happens to whom when seeing takes place in 
Susanna.

The biblical book of Daniel exists in different forms, each cherished by different 
ancient communities: one of those communities, the Jews of Alexandria, 
handed down a longer Greek version that has been somewhat eclipsed by the 

shorter Hebrew and Aramaic version ever since the rabbis and Luther, respec-
tively, excluded it from their Bibles. The story of Susanna in the Greek Daniel 
tradition nevertheless enjoyed periods of widespread popularity from antiquity 
onward, but in recent decades this tale has become a “text of terror” within the 
Septuagint for its representation of viewing. In the two elders who spy on a beau-
tiful woman and attempt to force themselves on her, critics have found a narrative 
proxy for a voyeuristic author who in turn beckons readers into an exploitative 
consumption of the violent viewing practiced on this woman. For proof of guilt, 
there is the Renaissance artistic tradition that the text has spawned, with its acres 
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of fleshy Susannas exposed in accusing mirrors, all seen from a painterly perspec-
tive that seems to make explicit a textual invitation to scopophilia. Though the 
biblical story never represents Susanna undressing nor in a bath—even the more 
novelettish Theodotion version leaves her waiting for her attendants to return with 
the things she needs to bathe—nevertheless many recent scholarly treatments have 
found the text complicit in the painters’ prurience. Marti Steussy claims that the 
biblical author “treats the elders’ lust as investigative commissions often treat 
pornography—righteously denouncing it, in prurient detail.”1 Cheryl Exum 
acknowledges the deep influence of Mieke Bal’s Susanna and the Elders on her own 
reading of the Bathsheba story in which, analogously, “The narrator who disrobes 
Bathsheba and depicts her as the object of David’s lust is the real perpetrator of the 
crime”; the biblical writer thus “invites a kind of voyeuristic complicity between 
the narrator and his assumed or ideal male readers. The narrator does more than 
control our gaze at the naked, or partially naked, female body; he excuses it by 
letting us look without any blame being attached”—Exum calls this whole cate-
gory of biblical story “rape by the pen.”2 

Most of this is in debt, consciously or not, to Laura Mulvey’s now-classic 
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.”3 As is well known, in Mulvey’s model old 
Hollywood cinema aligns the gaze of the male spectator with the determining 
viewpoint of his counterpart within the film, the male subject who thus controls 
the female object of both gazes. This has proved easily adaptable to the narrative 
situation of Susanna, so that for Jennifer Glancy, extrapolating from Mulvey, 
“Representation of gender in the story of Susanna rests on the gendered polarity of 
the gaze; actively looking defines masculinity and ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ defines 
femininity.”4 In Glancy’s view the text thus both denies Susanna’s subjectivity and 
conscripts its readers into its own voyeurism. The most sophisticated example of 
this line of critique is that of Mieke Bal, who approaches Susanna through her 
Renaissance interpreters but finds what Bal calls “the germs of the pornographic 
flavor” already present in the biblical book: the text produces “voyeurism through 
focalization” as the reader is placed at precisely the point from which the elders 
see and stare.5 Bal’s precise use of point of view to diagnose pornography is poten-
tially a powerful indictment of the narrative strategies at play in the text of 
Susanna: compare the observation of legal theorist Catharine MacKinnon that 
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“Pornography codes how to look at women, so you know what you can do with one 
when you see one. . . . A sex object is defined on the basis of its looks, in terms of 
its usability for sexual pleasure, such that both the looking—the quality of the gaze, 
including its point of view—and the definition according to use become 
eroticized.”6

Is the biblical account of Susanna, then, pornographic in its storytelling tech-
nique as it offers the reader a chance to spy on Susanna directly through the lenses 
of her violators? The question is particularly pressing since the text itself thema-
tizes seeing so as to disavow any pretense of transparency: in its own focus on 
angles of vision, the telling of the tale seems to invite Bal’s interrogation of its 
practices of viewing. Responding to this pressure, I will try to show—against Bal’s 
acute analysis, though dependent on her reading practices—that the text’s narra-
tive mechanisms work differently, to resist the reader’s identification with the 
elders. More than this, I suggest that there is a much more complicated over-
lapping of visual fields in the Susanna-tale than a monolithic, one-directional 
male gaze: the text is criss-crossed by lines of sight, and I will show how Greek 
theatrical conventions, ancient optics, and modern theory converge to expose an 
intricate map of what happens to whom when seeing takes place. What I attempt 
to do with the story of Susanna, then, is what W. J. T. Mitchell has called “showing 
seeing”: attending to the range of interacting subjectivities involved in acts of 
looking.7 My showing seeing in Susanna falls short of a thick description of visual 
culture, since all of this seeing takes place exclusively within the imaginary world 
of a text.8 However, much of the hostile anxiety aroused by the representation of 
seeing in this story is directed at the social and cultural worlds that have generated 
the text and which the text in turn has shaped and fostered; showing seeing within 
the Susanna text, then, is still an exercise in attending to a real-world culture of 
visuality.

The story of Susanna is known in two text-types from antiquity: the version 
of Theodotion displaced the Old Greek version to become the standard text of 
Daniel in the Septuagint, and thus the text of Daniel known to the Christian 
church; this is reflected in the relatively wide range of manuscript evidence for 
Theodotion, whereas the Old Greek is known in only two copies. It is often 
noted that Theodotion is a more poised literary production than the Old Greek, 

This content downloaded from 152.3.102.254 on Fri, 05 May 2017 01:52:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



Showing Seeing in Susanna ❙ 253

Spring-Fall 2015

finessing the story in ways that bring it closer to the milieu of the Hellenistic 
novels; this contrast is salient regardless of whether Theodotion is a direct revi-
sion of the Old Greek, or a different recension of a shared Vorlage.9 “Theodotion,” 
as the name given to this recension, is certainly not the real name of the author 
of the latter text, but I will use it as a convenient siglum for the unknown 
redactor. 

We can most closely gauge the moral compass of this latter version’s narrative 
strategies and habits if we contrast the two texts of Susanna’s trial-scene as the 
treatment shifts from the Old Greek to Theodotion: my suggestion is that, 
contrary to his critics, Theodotion’s narrative in fact resists the elders’ sexualized 
gaze and works to pull the reader away from that voyeuristic viewpoint. This kind 
of analysis depends on the wider narratological project of Mieke Bal, and espe-
cially on the content and precision she has given to the notion of focalization, “the 
placing of the point of view in a specific agent”—she compares the focalizor to a 
camera that “acts as the steering perspective on the events,” so that in the similar 
words of Kaja Silverman, “the camera ‘looks’ the viewer as subject”; tracking 
focalization is thus a precise way of registering the seeing that structures narra-
tive.10 Distinctive to Bal’s work is the insistence that focalization cannot be 
conflated with narration: the narrator is the one who speaks, but the focalizor is 
the one who sees, and “it is possible, both in fiction and in reality, for one person 
to express the vision of another.”11 One person expressing the vision of another 
describes very well the linguistic situation of the Susanna story: even in the elders’ 
own recounting of their version of events, a narrator mediates this speech to the 
reader, either offering or withholding the elders’ focalization; and it is in this gap 
between vision and expression that what we might call the virtue of the text 
emerges. Laying the two versions alongside each other makes their differences 
clear:12
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Old Greek
36Then the two elders said, “We were 
walking around in her husband’s 
orchard, 37and as we were going 
around the walk, we saw this woman 
resting with a man. And while we 
stood, we saw them having inter-
course together. 38And they did not 
know that we stood there. Then we 
agreed together, saying, ‘Let’s find 
out who they are.’ 39And as we 
approached we recognized her, but 
the young man fled, covered over. 
40But when we had seized this woman, 
we asked her, ‘Who is the man?’ 41but 
she would not tell us who he was. 
These things we testify.” 

Theodotion
36Then the elders said, “While we 
were walking in the orchard alone, 
this woman came in with two maids 
and shut the orchard doors and 
dismissed the maids. 37And a young 
man, who was hiding, came to her 
and lay down with her. 38Now since 
we were in the corner of the orchard, 
when we saw the lawlessness, we ran 
to them. 39And although we saw them 
being intimate, we were not able to 
take hold of that man, because he was 
stronger than we, and when he had 
opened the doors, he ran away. 40But 
when we had seized this woman, we 
asked who the young man was, 41and 
she did not want to tell us. These 
things we testify.” 

Here is the most serious evidence for the Susanna tale as pornography: the text 
may not have represented Susanna bathing, but both Greek versions, in the false 
testimony of the elders, do represent her having sex; that mental image is part of 
the reader’s experience of the story, and it is mediated through the voyeuristic 
perspective of the hidden and watching elders, becoming elided with their earlier 
“real” experience of seeing her in what Bal calls a “hallucination” of their 
desires.13 

But a closer look at the differences between Old Greek and Theodotion shows 
contrasting relationships between focalization and narration in each text. Theodo-
tion’s different syntax establishes a marked distance from the perspective of the 
elders: in the Old Greek, the main verbs describe the elders’ own actions, and 
particularly their acts of seeing (“we were walking . . . we saw . . . we saw . . . we 
recognized”), creating a curiously inverted focus on their own position as watchers of 
this sexual encounter; this inwardly-curved attention to their seeing is heightened 
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when they track their own steps in prurient detail to recreate the flourish of revela-
tion (kuklountes to stadion, 37, lit., “as we turned the corner . . .”). Theodotion, by 
contrast, displaces the elders’ reports of their own perception into subordinate 
clauses (“While we were walking . . . since we were in the corner . . . when we 
saw . . . although we saw . . .”); the main clauses, instead, become the actions of 
Susanna and the young man (“this woman came in . . . a young man came to her 
and lay down with her”), as the text clings to the objectivity of events rather than 
the elders’ experience of them, and strives to push to the margins the identification 
with what “we saw” and where “we stood.” Thus Theodotion hangs back from a 
complicity in viewing; the narration swerves away from identifying too thoroughly 
with the point of view of the elders here. The selection of detail as well as the 
syntax is expressive of this striving for distance: the Old Greek insistently places 
the elders hovering over the lovers, with its breathless insistence that “while we 
stood, we saw them” and “They did not know that we stood there”—this last 
includes a rather creepy insinuation of the elders into the interior perspective of the 
lovers. By contrast, Theodotion puts the elders far away as observers “in the corner 
of the orchard”—rather than stumbling over the lovers, Theodotion’s elders need 
to run to reach them. In all these ways, Theodotion’s manipulation of the mecha-
nisms of focalization serves to resist the voyeuristic perspective of the elders. Bal 
has described both narrator and reader as “looking over the shoulder” of the elders 
as they gaze on Susanna, while Steussy has claimed that “in the elders’ fabricated 
testimony, Theodotion lingers slightly longer than the Old Greek on the lurid 
details of what they say they saw”; in fact, although Theodotion’s text is indeed 
longer it is actually less lingering, and Theodotion’s narrator struggles to get off the 
shoulder of the elders and to hustle the reader out of their voyeuristic viewing-
spot.14 Texts can stage resistance to focalizors who disturb their moral equilibrium, 
testing what Bal has called the “narrative goodwill” of the reader.15 Theodotion 
thus accomplishes what Bal finds only Rembrandt capable of doing, in making the 
elders’ perspective uncomfortable to the reader and discouraging our uptake of 
their voyeuristic focalization.

Perspective, then, does more complex work in Susanna than those who have 
processed the text through the grid of “the gaze” usually acknowledge. It may be, 
too, that those critiques rooted in film theory are not in fact best adapted to account 
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for this particular story: Theodotion’s Susanna reads like a French farce, and I turn 
now to explore this work’s closer affinity with theater, rather than film. Moving from 
film to theater as a comparison immediately moves us to a medium that hands to the 
audience—or in the terms of the comparison, the reader—independent control of 
the visual fields of the text: although the perspectival power of characters within film 
and narrative discourse is partly transferable to theater, a stage can rarely have a 
focalizor as dominant as the “He saw” of a novel, or the shot/reverse shot framing of 
a film.16 Theodotion’s telling of Susanna is riddled with theatrical motifs that put the 
story on a stage, and thereby grant perspectival power to the audience (read: reader) 
or distribute it more evenly between characters; this is yet another way in which the 
subjugating look of the elders is an inadequate account of the total visual dynamics of 
the story. I will examine the way that Theodotion transfers the action of the Susanna-
tale to a setting that recalls the visual experience of the Greek theater, shaping the 
story’s episodes of seeing in some surprising ways.17 

Finding the influence of visual conventions from Greek theater is certainly 
plausible within Theodotion’s Susanna. Greek theaters and Greek plays spread 
throughout the old Persian empire after Alexander, especially New Comedy in the 
Hellenistic world; closely relevant to Susanna is the work of another Jewish Greek 
author working in Alexandria in the third century BCE, Ezekiel the Tragedian, 
whose Exagoge is testimony to the cultural prestige of Greek tragedy within Helle-
nized Jewish literary life.18 It is not only in the treatment of sight and seeing that 
Theodotion’s Susanna has hints of a theatrical sensibility, but readers have often 
noticed dramatic qualities in a work that moves all the scattered action of the Old 
Greek (Joakim’s estate, the city assembly, the ravine) to one location, like a stage 
play, and which has elements that would not be out of place in the world of New 
Comedy, like the lascivious elders or the double trial scene.19 In mute confirmation 
of the theatrical atmosphere of the Susanna story, there is, in fact, a lost Hellenistic 
drama about Susanna, cited in Eustathus of Thessalonica’s Commentarium in 
Dionysii: this work seems to have been a play with a typical comic plot, based in 
turn on a story with its roots in romance.20 For the ancients too, then, Susanna’s 
story read like theater. 

But the connection to theater as a framework for Theodotion’s retelling of 
Susanna need not be a literal connection, imagined in realist terms of direct 
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influence: a theatrical imaginary was simply part of the stock of conceptual meta-
phor in this period, just as in many others.21 As an early iteration of the novelistic 
impulse in the Hellenistic world, Theodotion’s Susanna participated in a hybrid 
genre that habitually subsumed and recycled other forms, and was specifically 
open to borrowings from the world of theater: recognition of the affinities between 
the Greek novel and drama, especially New Comedy, goes back to the work of 
Perry and his contemporaries, introducing a world of Greek romances “decked out 
in dramatic metaphors.”22 More widely, Shadi Bartsch has explored the broad 
range of discourses that were informed by the language of spectatorship and sight 
in the literature around and after Susanna: vision, including vision structured by 
the optical regimes of the theater, provided a vocabulary for thought across 
genres.23 Even aside from any relation to formal theatrical conventions, the finely 
parsed articulation of looking within Theodotion’s telling of Susanna is itself 
theatrical. Barbara Freedman offers a definition of the theatrical that resonates 
closely with this redactor’s strategy: “Works that both confound the spectator’s 
look and parade that fact are theatrical, as are paintings and films that expose their 
observers as voyeurs.” Referring to Albrecht Dürer’s famous woodcut of a perspec-
tive painter scrutinizing his nude model on the other side of a draughtsman’s grid, 
Freedman writes of “the theatrical effect of a dramatic interplay of looks . . . The 
complex relay of looks among painter, model, and spectator not only stages our 
look, but reflects it back to us in a way that we cannot but identify as theatrical.”24 
Theatrical terms, then, provide a set of mental tools for thinking about looking 
across many kinds of discourse, but what is interesting about the use and adapta-
tion of that language within Theodotion’s Susanna is the kind of work this theat-
rical apparatus is doing. I suggest that in every case the use of Greek theatrical 
terminology works to resist the elders’ control of the story’s visual economy, and I 
begin to demonstrate this with the example of the doors that punctuate the imagi-
nary setting of the story.

Doors are one of Theodotion’s most strikingly theatrical innovations within the 
imaginary space where the Susanna tale is played out: doors are everywhere, opening 
and shutting, with characters running in and out, creating the effect of a bedroom 
farce. Theodotion is preoccupied in general with entrances (7, 8, 15); more specifi-
cally, his version creates two sets of doors where the Old Greek has none. First, there 
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are the orchard doors (hai thurai tou paradeisou): when Susanna wants to bathe, she 
commands her attendants to shut the orchard doors (17; cf. 18, 36), and the elders 
take advantage of the seclusion these doors create (“Lo, the orchard doors are shut, 
and no one can see us,” 20). At the moment of crisis in the orchard, one elder throws 
these doors open (25), casting the light of publicity on a private scene. Second, there 
are the side doors (hai plagiai thurai, plural or singular): by contrast to the orchard 
doors, these seem to function more for actual entrances and exits—the attendants 
who have shut the orchard doors for Susanna to bathe leave by the side doors (18), 
and those in the house rush in by the side doors when they hear the commotion (26). 
All these references to doors in this dramatically constructed tale yield a picture that 
bears a schematic resemblance to the doors of a Greek stage.

In Greek theater from classical tragedy to Hellenistic comedy there is an 
enduring convention of doorways that at crucial moments are constitutive of the 
visual fields of the action; Ruth Padel observes that “[a] Greek tragic plot is articu-
lated through its entrances and exits.”25 The acting-space (orchestra) of a Greek 
theater lay in front of a building of stone or wood, the skene, dominated by a large 
double door (later, two or three doors); a notional garden was imagined behind the 
house in New Comedy, and the entire space was flanked by two side ramps (exodoi/
parodoi) that served as entrances and exits for the actors.26 This basic schema of 
central house-doors, an acting-space in front, and side entrances and exits to a 
world beyond remained the same for centuries, and its potential for generating 
meaning is captured by David Wiles: “We should see the space of Greek tragedy in 
geometric terms, as a grid upon which symbolic oppositions are organized, rather 
than in pictorial terms, as an image of the reality perceived by a single human 
eye.”27 While there may not be an exact pictorial equivalence between the scenery 
of Susanna and the Greek stage, the same apparatus has been used to create a 
similar grid of symbolic oppositions: the house of Joakim stands behind the action 
witnessed by the reader, and the population of characters running in and out of the 
side entrances creates the dramatic traffic within which the opening and closing of 
the orchard doors demarcates the opposition between public and private, and acts 
as a medium of revelation. By introducing such a marked element of staginess to 
his telling, the redactor of the Theodotion version creates an alienated sensation of 
removal from actions taking place in a designated stage-like space, rendering the 
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elders players rather than powers. Their control is sharply relativized when a theat-
rical geography places them as on-stage objects of a readerly attentiveness that has 
become an audience’s gaze.

Especially significant is the capacity of doors in Greek theaters to figure sight. 
This is most vividly and ironically brought to consciousness in a scene from Sopho-
cles’ Oedipus, noted by David Morgan for the explicitly ocular character it gives to 
the skene door: the wretched Oedipus emerges newly blinded through the door to 
break upon the sight of an audience (“The doors are opening. / Yes, you shall see a 
sorry spectacle,” lines 1293‒96).28 The central door can certainly perform its reve-
lations according to different bodily metaphors in other plays: Froma Zeitlin notes 
a homology between the skene door and the mouth through which a secret goes 
out, and adds the suggestion of another, miniature, door, the vagina; in Susanna, 
Marti Steussy also reads the door that the young man opens in the elders’ fabri-
cated story as a symbolic vagina.29 But the polyvalence of the skene door simply 
means that it can figure different things in different settings: in Susanna, it is the 
ocular quality of doors that is foregrounded. Doors act as eyes for characters (the 
household “rushed in through the side door to see what had happened,” 26; the 
elders declare that “the orchard doors are shut, and no-one can see us,” 20). They 
also act as eyes for the reader, placed in the position of a theatrical audience for 
whom the elders are not the seers but the seen.

We can observe this process at work if we watch Theodotion placing the elders 
within a subject field of view, as spectacle to the “audience” that the reader has 
become. One example is the curious visual effect Theodotion creates at the point 
when the elders discover their shared preoccupation with Susanna. Where the Old 
Greek simply has “And the one elder had already come, and lo, the other arrived” 
(13), the later version sets the narrative perspective far back and far above, for a 
wide-angled view of the paths of both:

And they said, one to the other, “Now, let us go home, for it is time for 
lunch.” And they left and parted from one another. And when they bent 
back, they came to the same place, and when they pressed one another 
for the reason, they acknowledged their lust.

Theodotion, 13–14

This content downloaded from 152.3.102.254 on Fri, 05 May 2017 01:52:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



260 ❙ Jennie Grillo

PROOFTEXTS 35: 2-3

There is a jolt of vertigo here as the perspective suddenly recedes from the internal 
viewpoint of the elders (vv. 9–12 penetrates their minds, their eyes, their memo-
ries, their decisions, their fascination, their secret shame, and their eager desire) to 
take a global, bird’s-eye view of both elders: instead of being inside their heads, the 
reader is now placed in the almost impossibly panoptic position of seeing each 
separately yet simultaneously as they walk homeward in opposite directions, loop 
around, and come back together again.30 The perspective suddenly granted makes 
the reader very like the viewer of a stage play (and again the effect, and the comic 
timing, is reminiscent of slapstick): this ability to see characters’ elongated comings 
and goings belongs specifically to the spectator of Greek theater, where the long 
ramps gave measurable duration to entrance and exit journeys, different to the 
sudden entrances from the wings of a modern theater; many classical plays make 
dramatic capital out of this convention by giving actors lines or sound effects as 
they come and go.31 The effect here in Susanna is to wrench the focalization rather 
jerkily away from the elders and to set them firmly within the particular gaze of a 
theatrical audience’s view.

Not only the long ramps but also the tiered seating of Greek theaters set the 
audience above, looking down on the spread of the action. In a shift from literal 
apparatus to mental furniture, this perspective was further theorized by the plays 
in motifs that find an echo in Susanna: Edith Hall notes that the tragic audience, 
as “elevated spectators,” shared their perspective with the play’s “internal audience” 
of the gods, so that the architecture of the Greek theater “included the gods and 
the gods’ immortal perspectives within tragedy’s visual fields. . . . Watching a 
tragedy is like sitting in the seat of a god.”32 In a similar way, the narration of 
Susanna inscribes a divine “internal audience”: Susanna insists she will not sin 
“before the Lord” (23), in reply to the elders’ insistence that “no-one sees us,” and 
this idea is invoked in her prayer: “O everlasting God, you who are familiar with 
secret things, you who know all things before their beginning” (42)33—Hippolytus 
glosses this with the startling image that “nothing which happens in the whole 
world escapes him who is all eye.”34 Hall notes that in Greek theater, the elevated, 
all-seeing perspectives of the audience and of the gods combine with that of the 
“all-seeing” sun;35 in turn, there is perhaps a hint of this in Theodotion’s transposi-
tion of the action from the Old Greek’s early morning (12, 13) to noon (7, 13). The 
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effect of all this theatrical metaphor is to render the elders as objects of a gaze 
outside themselves: Theodotion’s narration sets the scurrying elders as miniature 
figures on a far-off stage and calls to witness the trio of audience, deity, and sun 
sharing the privileged perspective.

A further theatrical resource by which the narrator diversifies control of the 
story’s visual fields is the convention of tableaux. Oliver Taplin has explored the 
dynamics of these moments where the on-stage action freezes, arrested by a sudden 
interruption and creating a pictorial impression that remains in the mind’s eye as 
an after-image: “like a silence they petrify an emotional state in expressive immo-
bility, and like a noise they begin with an instantaneously notable impact.”36 Theo-
dotion’s Susanna registers a reflex of this theatrical sensibility when the redactor 
creates textual equivalents of stage tableaux at critical junctures in the unfolding of 
the plot. What is significant is the way in which this sudden focusing of the visual 
field is twice controlled by Susanna herself: at two hinges in the action, it is she 
who initiates the swift narrowing down of the tale’s visual play into a single crys-
tallized image. One such moment is created when the household rush in to witness 
the scene in the orchard (26): this is a classic instance of a dramatic tableau, where 
sudden noise catches the attention, doors are opened onto a scene, and characters 
are caught red-handed.37 The striking thing about this instant of freeze-frame is 
that it is generated by Susanna: it is her loud shout in the orchard that shatters the 
quiet of the elders’ approach and summons the household to witness the captured 
scene. Her weighing of her options in the previous two verses gives deliberateness 
to this cry: it is not a startled reaction, but a purposeful seizing of the initiative in 
a decision to display. A second great moment of Susanna’s oral agency acts as a 
pendant to this one and creates another tableau: at her trial, the redactor of Theo-
dotion has introduced a dramatic delay so that Susanna’s voice—this time, strate-
gically withheld—is once again the controlling force behind the story’s visual 
organization. Here, both versions present an unveiled Susanna publicly scruti-
nized by the elders and lamented by those around. But where the Old Greek places 
Susanna’s prayer, quietly (en heaute, 35) before the elders’ accusation, Theodotion’s 
version holds back Susanna’s prayer until after the elders have spoken, and trans-
poses it into a loud cry (42). It has often been noted that this makes Susanna’s voice 
the force that summons Daniel; what it also does, however, is to create a tableau of 
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the silent Susanna, abstracted (Theodotion has added her look up to heaven, 35) 
with all eyes on her—silently petrifying an emotional state in expressive immo-
bility, to paraphrase Taplin again.38 As a lingering after-image, this tableau is 
invested with all the pent-up energy of the shout that breaks from it, and while 
Susanna’s agency here as earlier is primarily oral, that agency is exercised through 
a tensely timed silence that at the same time captures the visual field in another 
classic tableau scene. Susanna may be the object of the elders’ sight, but she is the 
subject marshaling the narrative’s organization of perception.

All this background apparatus of theatrical effects, then, demonstrates in a 
number of ways that the thematization of sight in Theodotion’s Susanna is more 
complex than a simple subjugation of Susanna to the elders’—and through them 
the narrator’s and the reader’s—point of view. I will close with two further exam-
ples of the intricate tracery of viewing in the text. One of these ways of looking 
emerges from a textual effect already mentioned: above, I have drawn attention to 
the curious spectacle of the two elders walking homeward, bending back and 
returning to meet at the same spot, all captured within the wide-angled global 
perspective of an audience’s view (Th 13–14). But as well as the audience’s perspec-
tive, this encounter is marked by another line of vision, in the moment when the 
elders catch sight of one another: after each has faked his own departure, their 
mutual recognition as they stealthily arrive back at the viewing-spot has exactly 
the character of Sartre’s look of the Other, the moment when branches rustle and 
a footstep is heard and the subject becomes uneasily aware of being seen. “Here I 
am bent over the keyhole; suddenly I hear a footstep. I shudder as a wave of shame 
sweeps over me. Somebody has seen me.”39 Sartre describes the shift in conscious-
ness that takes place when the approaching figure—the footsteps in the bush—
turns his eyes to look, suddenly forcing an experience of “the Other-as-subject, a 
transcending presence to the world and the real condition of my being-as-object.”40 
Caught by one other in the act of looking, the elders each undergo this redefinition 
as the object of a viewing subject under the look of the Other. This moment in 
Susanna is also correlated with shame: the elders’ shame at confessing their lust 
(11) issues in disclosure of that lust at this moment of mutual looking (14). For 
Sartre in this analysis, shame also arises from the moment of being caught in the 
act of looking, skewered by the regard of another; this is necessarily so because 
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shame is always “shame before somebody” (“Now shame . . . is shame of self; it is 
the recognition of the fact that I am indeed that object which the Other is looking 
at and judging”).41 Here, then, the vision of which the elders are agents is a reflex-
ively objectifying one; this further compromises their place in the visual hierarchy 
of this tale of looking.

The elders are also positioned as passive partners within their own looking at 
one other point in the text—and this time, it is Susanna herself who acts upon 
them. In a passage shared between the two versions, the watching elders are 
pictured as diverting their minds, turning their eyes away from looking to heaven 
(9), and finally as transfixed or bedazzled (katanenugmenoi, 10) by Susanna. This 
word invokes the “love at first sight” topos that launches the plot in each of the five 
canonical Greek novels; in a study of Jewish and Christian adaptations of the 
motif, Jennifer Eyl cites Achilles Tatius:

As soon as I had seen her, I was lost. For Beauty’s wound is sharper than 
any weapon’s, and it runs through the eyes down to the soul. It is 
through the eye that love’s wound passes, and I now became prey to a 
host of emotions: admiration, amazement, trembling, shame, shameless-
ness. I admired her generous stature, marveled at her beauty, trembled in 
my heart, stared shamelessly, ashamed I might be caught. My eyes defied 
me. I tried to force them away from the girl, but they swung back to her, 
drawn by allure of her beauty, and finally they were victorious.42 

Among the many similarities of this passage to Sus. 9–10, the language of eyes 
pierced by Beauty’s sharp weapon finds a close parallel in the biblical text’s 
katanenugmenoi, 10; usually translated “to pierce to the heart,” with a semantic 
component of sickness, nosos, this verb may have entered the Greek text as a trans-
lational confusion between an original Hebrew ÿlh I “to be sick” and the similar 
root hll II “to pierce.”43 That sharper choice reflects the literary milieu of the Greek 
translations: in a wide swathe of Greek literature, love wounds through the eye and 
traps the gazer as prey, just as it is the sight of Susanna that has skewered the 
elders.44 Blame is an anachronistic concern here; rather, the text is interested in 
power, redistributed through a motif that disturbs the balance of control in acts of 
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looking. Ruth Padel (again, on Oedipus’ blinding) reflects on the sense in which 
“though the eye goes two ways . . . the body is more vulnerable, through eyes, to 
inward-coming things that it is powerful in imposing itself on the outside world.”45 
There is a pervasive acknowledgment in the Greek sources that seeing is also 
pathic: what enters through the eyes acts on the viewer, whether as tiny object-
shaped films impressing themselves on the surface of the eyes and striking at the 
soul, or the stamp of a visible object onto a cone of stretched air extending from the 
eye but originating within; thus anyone who sees is object as well as subject.46 This 
motif in Susanna, then, pins down the elders as objects of Susanna’s visual agency, 
exercised even through the notional passivity of being seen. Thus the text revolts 
against Mulvey’s generative assumption of what she calls “the active/looking, 
passive/looked at split” that structures sexual difference;47 in a world where looking 
can be passible, this becomes an instance of what W. J. T. Mitchell names the 
“power fallacy” in analyses of visual culture.48

Mitchell in fact draws ancient optical theory alongside the “dialectical inter-
sections” of Lacan’s cat’s cradle to diagram the scopic field in which information 
and energy flow both ways: although the ancients were wrong about the physiolog-
ical processes of vision, he finds their model still our best account of vision as a 
psycho-social process.49 It is, in turn, this fuller reading of Lacan, oddly in 
harmony with the science of antiquity, which illuminates the whole spectrum of 
seeing in Susanna: thinned-out readings of that text’s visual play have tended to 
rest on single-vectored readings of Lacan. Writers on film have long observed the 
gaps in Mulvey’s filtering of Lacan, and have attended to the way that Lacan situ-
ates the gaze outside the voyeuristic transaction, as an all-encompassing awareness 
within which the subject is himself seen.50 “I must, to begin with, insist on the 
following: in the scopic field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at. . . . This is the 
function that is found at the heart of the institution of the subject in the visible. 
What determines me, at the most profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that is 
outside.”51 In the particular case of Susanna, critics following Mulvey may have 
missed some refractions of the gaze in the text—been, in fact, less Lacanian than 
the ancient redactor. From the shaming gaze of a fellow voyeur caught in the act, 
to the theatrical doors that open like eyes to mediate revelation to the reader, to the 
all-seeing eye of the sun and the heavens, the looks that wield power within 
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Susanna are themselves nested within an orb of looking reaching all around, in the 
irreducibly plural play of perspective in the text: “What we have to circum-
scribe . . . is the pre-existence of a gaze—I see only from one point, but in my 
existence I am looked at from all sides.”52 In this sense perhaps even the Renais-
sance painters, in their capture of the elders alongside Susanna, faintly acknowl-
edge the overarching subjectivity outside every actor in the story: “in the scopic 
field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say, I am a picture.”53

Duke Divinity School 
Duke University

N O T E S

¬  This essay was inspired and informed by the SIAS 2013‒14 Summer Seminar 
“Scenes from the History of the Image”: I am grateful to the conveners, Thomas 
Pfau and David Womersley, and my fellow participants. I wish to thank also 
Michael Fontaine, Sharon James, David Morgan, and an anonymous reader from 
Prooftexts for their helpful comments on previous drafts.
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2 J. Cheryl Exum, Fragmented Women: Feminist (Sub)versions of Biblical Narrative 
(Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1993), 174, 196‒97; her reference is to Mieke 
Bal, “The Elders and Susanna,” Biblical Interpretation 1 (1993): 1‒19. A very 
similar theory of readerly viewing informs Exum’s later Plotted, Shot, and Painted: 
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Beyond the Word-Image Opposition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), ch. 4.
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Feeling (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), for the importance of the 
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Silverman, The Subject of Semiotics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 
223. 

11 Bal, Narratology, 146; here she is refining and correcting the work of Gérard 
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Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1999).

13 Bal, “The Elders and Susanna,” 9.
14 Ibid., 106n; Steussy, Gardens in Babylon, 131‒33.

This content downloaded from 152.3.102.254 on Fri, 05 May 2017 01:52:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



Showing Seeing in Susanna ❙ 267

Spring-Fall 2015

15 Bal, Narratology, 40: “While the reader caught by focalization goes along with Felix, 
adopting his perceptual apparatus, including sight, sound, and smell, our 
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Gerald N. Sandy, “Apuleius: ‘Metamorphoses’ and the Ancient Novel,” in ANRW 
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Inszenierung des Schicksals: Tragödie und Komödie im Roman des Heliodor (Trier: 
Wissenschaftlicher Verlag, 1992); E. Marino, “Il teatro nel romanzo: Eliodore e il 
codice spettacolore,” MD 25 (1990): 203‒18; and especially Catherine Connors, 
“Politics and Spectacles,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Greek and Roman 
Novel, ed. Tim Whitmarsh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 
164‒65, 169‒70, 172‒73, for theatrical spaces knowingly invoked in the Greek 
novels.

23 Shadi Bartsch, The Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-Knowledge, and the Gaze in the 
Early Roman Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). I do not find 
in the Susanna story, however, the fuller notion of theatricality that Bartsch 
develops in her earlier work Actors in the Audience: Theatricality and Doublespeak 
from Nero to Hadrian (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994): there, 
theatricality is “a paradigm for human behavior under an absolutist regime” (22), 
within an imperial context and a set of power relations not fully worked out on 
the more individual scale of Susanna. 

24 Barbara Freedman, Staging the Gaze: Postmodernism, Psychoanalysis, and Shake-
spearean Comedy (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991), 1.

25 Ruth Padel, “Making Space Speak,” in Nothing to Do with Dionysos? Athenian Drama 
in its Social Context, ed. John J. Winkler and Froma I. Zeitlin (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), 336‒65.

26 For tragedy see Oliver Taplin, Greek Tragedy in Action (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978), 10‒11, 32‒33, and The Stagecraft of Aeschylus: The Dramatic 
Use of Exits and Entrances in Greek Tragedy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 
438‒39; for Hellenistic staging, see David Wiles, The Masks of Menander: Sign and 
Meaning in Greek and Roman Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991), 36‒55, and Richard Beacham, “Playing Places: The Temporary and 
the Permanent,” in Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Theatre, 202‒26. 
For the essential continuity in the conventions and dramatic exploitation of 
theatrical space between fifth-century Athenian tragedy and third-century New 
Comedy, see N. J. Lowe, “Tragic Space and Comic Timing in Menander’s 
Dyskolos,” Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies 34 (1988): 126‒38.

27 David Wiles, Tragedy in Athens: Performance Space and Theatrical Meaning (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 165.

28 Morgan, Embodied Eye, 8.
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29 Froma I. Zeitlin, “The Power of Aphrodite: Eros and the Boundaries of the Self in 
the Hippolytus,” in Directions in Euripidean Criticism: A Collection of Essays, ed. 
Peter Burian (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1985), 74‒77—although 
Zeitlin also gives an example of the skene door opening to reveal visual spectacle, 
93; Steussy, Gardens in Babylon, 139. For the door figured as a vagina in a comic 
context, see Michael Fontaine, Funny Words in Plautine Comedy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 24‒25 and 208‒209.

30 For the way that a panoramic view suddenly breaks character-focalization, as here, 
see Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, 2nd ed. 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 78‒79.

31 Wiles, Masks of Menander, 51, observes too the relief-like processions and chase 
scenes allowed by the long, shallow Hellenistic stage.

32 Edith Hall, Greek Tragedy: Suffering Under the Sun (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 8.

33 For the traditional characterization of God as the one who sees all, see Sir. 17:19, 
39:19–20, and 42:20.

34 Hippolytus, Commentary on Daniel 1.33. 

35 Hall, Suffering Under the Sun, 93‒94. For the sun as seeing, a commonplace in Greek 
expression, see also Jean-Pierre Vernant, The Greeks (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1995), 13, and Rush Rehm, The Play of Space: Spatial Transforma-
tion in Greek Tragedy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002), 3‒4 and 
n. 172.

36 Taplin, Greek Tragedy in Action, 101ff.
37 For these elements of a tableau, see ibid., 101, 108, 114‒15, 120.
38 For the silence of a character in a tableau, see ibid., 102.
39 Jean-Paul Sartre, “The Look,” in Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New 

York: Citadel, 1956/2001), 228‒78, at 252.
40 Ibid., 252.
41 Ibid., 252, 237.
42 Jenifer Eyl, “Why Thekla Does Not See Paul: Visual Perception and the Displace-

ment of Eros in the Acts of Paul and Thekla,” in The Ancient Novel and Early Jewish 
and Christian Narrative: Fictional Intersections, ed. Marilía P. Futre Pinheiro, 
Judith Perkins, and Richard Pervo (Groningen: Groningen University Library, 
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2012), 3‒19, citing Winkler’s translation of Achilles Tatius’ Kleitophon and 
Leukippe, 1.4; she also gives examples from Chariton, Xenophon, and Heliodorus.

43 Frank Zimmermann, “The Story of Susanna and its Original Language,” JQR 48 
(1957): 236‒41. See also the treatment of this word in William Loader, The 
Pseudepigrapha on Sexuality (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2011), 226.

44 Simon Goldhill, “The Erotic Eye: Visual Stimulation and Cultural Conflict,” in 
Being Greek under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic, and the Development 
of Empire, ed. Simon Goldhill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
154‒94, at 167‒72 and 185‒86.

45 Ruth Padel, In and Out of the Mind: Greek Images of the Tragic Self (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), 63.

46 Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, 57‒72, lays out the evidence for this belief within ancient 
optics from across the philosophical schools. She documents the diffusion of the 
science in a popular form across a broad range of discourses.

47 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 25.
48 Mitchell, “Showing Seeing,” 93: the belief “that vision and visual images are 

expressions of power relations in which the spectator dominates the visual object.” 
49 Ibid., 96‒97.
50 See, for example, Kaja Silverman, “Fassbinder and Lacan: A Reconsideration of 

Gaze, Look and Image,” Camera Obscura 19 (1989): 54‒85; Julie Kelso, “Gazing 
at Impotence in Henry King’s David and Bathsheba,” in Screening Scripture: 
Intertextual Connections between Scripture and Film, ed. George Aichele and 
Richard Walsh (Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 2002), 155‒87.

51 Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, 
trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998), 106.

52 Ibid., 72.
53 Ibid., 106.
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