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I Introduction  
 
The myth of Pygmalion as told by Ovid in his Metamorphoses contains, according to 

Geoffrey Miles, “one of the most potent male fantasies” – that is the creation “of a 

perfectly beautiful woman designed to the lover’s specifications and utterly devoted 

to her creator”.1 The fact that Pygmalion’s literally man-made lover comes to life at 

the end of the story probably was the reason for artists’ fascination with the myth. 

Ever since antiquity, patriarchal literature produced countless re-narrations of the 

story about Pygmalion’s love for his statue, and most of them were especially in-

trigued with the erotic potential of Ovid’s tale. Yet this leads to the question how the 

awakening of feminist thought since the early 20th century influenced the myth’s 

reception. More precisely, how did feminist versions of the tale alter its content and 

the relationship of its protagonists?  

This question forms the basis of this study which will examine, by means of 

several Pygmalion versions of the 20th and 21st centuries, the myth’s development 

from a patriarchal towards a feminist tale. First, it will be necessary to have a closer 

look at Ovid’s original myth which was the source for all future Pygmalion versions.2 

Further, the reception of the myth from antiquity until the end of the 19th century 

should be considered as it explains the development and the shifting interpretation of 

the protagonists and their roles. The main part of this paper, however, will focus on 

several examples of Pygmalion stories of the 20th and 21st centuries, from works of 

George Bernard Shaw to Neil LaBute. Due to the high amount of Pygmalion adapta-

tions it is not possible to do all of them justice. Therefore, some of the best-known 

and most original feminist versions have been chosen to highlight the myth’s devel-

opment. Although Neil LaBute’s Pygmalion-inspired drama is not really a feminist 

piece it is worth to be discussed due to its original dealing with the tale’s gender 

roles. 

  

                                                  
1 Geoffrey Miles, ed. Classical Mythology in English Literature. A critical anthology. London: 
Routledge, 1999, 332. 
2 Still, one should not forget that “Pygmalion stories are often contexts for each other” as Essaka 
Joshua points out. The re-narrations were not only influenced by the Ovidian source but also by other 
Pygmalion versions. See Essaka Joshua. Pygmalion and Galatea. The history of a narrative in English 
literature. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001, xix.  


