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How Schiller Saved Joan of Arc with Alternative Facts (and Mythology) 
 
 
In his play, Die Jungfrau von Orleans (The Maid of Orleans), Friedrich Schiller reinvented the 
image of Joan of Arc with consequences that certainly affected theatrical representations of Joan 
thereafter and, as this paper contends, may well have influenced her eventual beatification and 
canonization. In 1800, if one knew anything about Joan of Arc at all, it was probably from 
Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part I, where she is depicted as a hypocritical schemer, or from 
Voltaire’s La Pucelle d’Orléans, in which she rides around on a flying donkey and, when 
earthbound, is often naked, facing imminent sexual assault. Shakespeare had not made up his 
“Puzel,” an epithet he took from Holinshed’s Chronicles, but he made full use of the scurrility 
therein to make of her an utterly despicable villainess. Voltaire’s Jeanne was really just a 
convenient prop on which to hang his brilliantly scathing indictment of the Church and the 
aristocracy. Although the sources available to Schiller at that time were not as comprehensive as 
those we have today, he was inspired by what he read in them. Outraged by her immolation 
under the Inquisition, and further troubled by the ignominy Joan suffered among the educated 
elite of Europe in his time, Schiller set out to create a more powerful character who suffers at the 
hands of fate but changes history by sheer force of will. His allegorical model was the 
characterization of Iphigenia made famous by Euripides, in which the ancient Greek tragedian 
transformed his heroine from a pitiable victim of fate into a fearsome priestess with the power to 
reverse a familial curse and unite a nation at war. As inventive with history as Euripides is with 
myth, Schiller mythologizes the Maid in his play and sets in motion a reevaluation that 
culminates in Joan’s sainthood. 


