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 Send Her Victorious: An Analysis of Feminine Power in Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece 

 The poem The Rape of Lucrece by William Shakespeare features an elaborate power 

structure that influences character interactions and constitutes an integral part of the plot.  As the 

titular character of the poem, Lucrece’s feminine power occupies a dynamic position within the 

power framework both individually and in relation to other characters.  After Tarquin rapes 

Lucrece, the narrative depicts the metamorphosing of Lucrece’s power from the passive form 

embodied in her body to a more active form as she reclaims her agency.  Complexities arise with 

respect to the nature of the operative power she exercises, however, introducing questions 

regarding whether she acts as the source of her influence or merely a conduit for male power she 

co-opts to use for her purposes. 

 By using a blazon to describe his wife Lucrece’s beauty, Collatine ascribes visual power 

to her body and utilizes this power in a social context.  The poem states, “Beauty itself doth of 

itself persuade/The eyes of men without an orator” (29-30).  The phrase “persuade/The eyes of 

men” (29-30) demonstrates that beauty possesses visual power, as the verb “persuade” conveys 

ability to convince and the reference to “eyes of men” (30) indicates a form of influence related 

to seeing.  However, the visual power inherent in Lucrece’s body remains a passive form of 

authority, because she does not exert influence using her beauty, merely “appearing” as 

described by her husband rather than “acting” with her body.  In fact, Collatine, rather than she, 

actively exercises the power of her beauty: 

For he the night before, in Tarquin’s tent,/Unlocked the treasure of his happy state:/What 

priceless wealth the heavens had him lent/In the possession of his beauteous 



 
 

mate;/Reck’ning his fortune at such high proud rate/That kings might be espousèd to 

more fame,/But king nor peer to such a peerless dame./(15-21) 

“In Tarquin’s tent” (15) expresses a social setting; the cause-and-effect relationship between 

“possession of his beauteous mate” (18) and “such high proud rate” (19) illustrates that having a 

beautiful wife confers on Collatine social prestige, further emphasized by the rhyme between 

“mate” (reference to Lucrece) and “rate” (a measure of his Collatine’s social status).  In this 

situation, while Lucrece’s body embodies the source of visual influence, Collatine serves as the 

conduit who transforms the passive authoritative potential of her body into active power.  This 

juxtaposition of the passive female source and the active male conduit creates a conflict with 

regard to Collatine and Lucrece’s respective positions in the hierarchy of visual power. 

Collatine’s social visual status depends on his wife’s attributes, but the social influence of 

Lucrece’s beauty derives from Collatine’s ability to describe it.  Since the two’s relationship 

regarding visual power remains intrinsically linked, determining the more powerful character in 

this schema relies on interpretation of whether source or conduit occupies the more authoritative 

position.  

 During and after her interactions with Tarquin, Lucrece reasserts authority over herself 

using speech, abandoning her previously solely passive power in favor of an active form. When 

Sextus Tarquinius enters her bedroom, she pleads, “ ‘If ever man were moved with woman’s 

moans,/Be moved with my tears, my sighs, my groans;/All which together, like a troubled ocean, 

beat at that rocky and wrack-threat’ning heart,/’” (587-590).  The simile “like a troubled ocean” 

(589) emphasizes the active nature of her verbal resistance to Tarquin, as does the use of the verb 

“beat.”  Although Lucrece’s protests fail to dissuade Tarquin from raping her, she subsequently 



 
 

continues assert herself through speech.  Notably, she identifies with Helen of Troy during a 

monologue: 

‘Show me the strumpet that began this stir/That with my nails her beauty I may tear,/Thy 

heat of lust, fond Paris, did incur/This load of wrath that burning Troy doth bear./Thy eye 

kindled the fire that burneth here,/And here in Troy, for trespass of thine eye,/The sire, 

the son, the dame, and daughter die./ (1471-1477).  

Helen and Paris parallel Lucrece and Tarquin, respectively.  Lucrece, post-rape, 

“desperate, with her nails her flesh doth tear” (739), similar to how she wants to “with [her] nails 

her [Helen’s] beauty I may tear,” thereby drawing a parallel between the two women.  Lucrece’s 

apparent hatred for Helen, as evidenced by insulting her as “strumpet” represents the self-hatred 

Lucrece experiences as a result of the “unseen shame, invisible disgrace” (827) of suffering rape. 

Despite this, she deems Paris the perpetuator of Troy’s destruction, considering that his “heat of 

lust…did incur/This load of wrath that burning Troy doth bear” (1473-1474). Thus, she 

indirectly accuses Tarquin of committing a crime because Paris represents Tarquin.  She also 

remarks, “… I…/Have no perfection of my summer left,/But robbed and ransacked by injurious 

theft./In thy weak hive a wandr’ing wasp hath crept,/ (834-839).  Although she declares herself 

tainted by saying she has “no perfection of my summer left,” (837) she also accuses Tarquin of 

“injurious theft” (838).  The rhyming of “theft” and “left” links Tarquin’s rape to her loss by a 

cause-and-effect relation. Furthermore, by terming herself a “weak hive” (839), she recognizes 

and rejects the passive influence of her body and transitions to embracing her active power of 

speech.  She tells her story using her verbal power, beginning by declaring Tarquin’s crimes 

against her.  Oddly enough, this places Lucrece and Tarquin in a reactive relationship within the 

power hierarchy; Tarquin exerting physical, active authority over Lucrece’s body prompts her to 



 
 

respond with active verbal influence using a source of power-her voice-that belongs solely to 

her.  

Lucrece convinces her husband and father that Tarquin raped her through speech, 

exerting authority over their opinion of Tarquin and continuing the shift from passive physical 

power to active verbal influence.  Additionally, this represents a growth of her power; whereas 

prior her pleas fail to thwart Tarquin, she later exercises the verbal prowess necessary to 

convince her father and husband to take revenge on Tarquin.  In contrast to how Collatine 

inadvertently incited Tarquin to assault Lucrece by describing her beauty, Lucrece deliberately 

provokes her father and husband to,”/With swift pursuit to venge this wrong of mine;/” (1691). 

The phrase “this wrong of mine” (1691) emphasizes that she wants them to avenge her, rather 

than Collatine, who suffers “/The stained taste of violated troth;/” (1059) because Tarquin raped 

his wife.  However, Lucrece’s utilization of male power to achieve her goals introduces 

questions regarding the nature of her influence on Tarquin’s fate.  She provides the impetus for 

the men to carry out her wishes, which either indicates she provides the passive source of the 

cause while they serve as active conduits for this passive power, or that she co-opts their male 

power to achieve her feminine ends.  Either way, Lucrece becomes the “mistress of my [her] 

fate” (1069).  

By committing suicide, Lucrece reclaims agency over her female body, acting as an 

active conduit for its passive power. Prior to raping Lucrece, Tarquin threatened to kill her and 

put a dead slave in her bed to visually support his claim that she committed adultery, if she 

resisted his advances. In death, Lucrece negates Tarquin’s power over her body, determining 

how her body will visually influence her legacy by transforming her body into an icon to 

“publish Tarquin’s foul offence/” (1852). Thus she incites the Romans to ensure “Tarquin’s 



 
 

everlasting punishment.” (1855), thereby vanquishing her rapist as she indirectly obtains 

retribution for his crime against her.  Previously, Collatine co-opted the passive power of 

Lucrece’s body for his own use, serving as the active conduit for its influence. Through her 

death, Lucrece becomes both source and conduit of her visual power and completes the 

transformation of her visual authority from passive to active by utilizing it for her purposes only. 

Yet, Lucrece returns herself to existing as merely a female body by killing herself.  Since 

Collatine and Lucrece’s father use her body as a symbol to destroy Tarquin, the influence power 

of her woman’s body falls back under the authority of men.  But because Lucrece convinces her 

father and husband of the truth of her story of Tarquin’s crime, she ensures their usage of her 

passive body to accomplish her goals.  This constitutes a reversal of the power structure in which 

Collatine and Tarquin use Lucrece’s passive female body for their own purposes.  

 Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece narrative describes various modes and effects of the 

titular character Lucrece’s active and passive feminine power in relation to her body, legacy, and 

others’ actions.  Interestingly, Tarquin catalyzes the transformation of her initially solely passive 

power to more active forms of influence.  The blurred lines regarding the nature of her authority 

in relation to the male characters serve to demonstrate the fluid nature of hierarchies of power, 

but also cement Lucrece’s position as the linchpin of the power structure around which the 

various complex interactions turn.  
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