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He Is the Sun, She Is the Moon: Women in Early Modern Germany

In the early modern period, the cultural imagination of Germany was saturated with celestial metaphors. The

phrase “he is the sun, she is the moon” captured a prevailing belief that men and women were complementary

forces of light and shadow, warmth and coolness, authority and grace. This poetic image, found in courtly love

songs, pastoral poetry, and courtly etiquette manuals, reflected deeper social structures and gender expectations

that shaped everyday life in the German lands between the 16th and 18th centuries. By exploring the origins,

manifestations, and implications of this metaphor, we can gain insight into the ways women were perceived,

portrayed, and lived in early modern Germany.

Historical Context: The Early Modern Germanic Landscape

Political and Social Fragmentation

During the early modern era, the region now known as Germany was not a unified nation but a patchwork of

principalities, duchies, free imperial cities, and ecclesiastical territories. The Holy Roman Empire’s complex feudal

hierarchy meant that local rulers wielded significant autonomy, and their courts became centers of cultural

production. The political fragmentation fostered a vibrant exchange of ideas, as nobles, scholars, and merchants

traveled across borders, bringing with them the latest scientific discoveries and artistic trends.

Religious Upheaval and the Reformation

The 16th century witnessed the Reformation, a theological revolution that reshaped German society. Martin

Luther’s 95 Theses in 1517 sparked a wave of religious dissent and the eventual establishment of Protestantism in

many German states. The ensuing Counter-Reformation, spearheaded by Catholic authorities, intensified religious

conflict. Amid this turbulence, literature and courtly culture served as arenas where ideas about gender and

morality were negotiated.

Scientific Advancements and the Rise of Astronomy

The early modern period was also a time of scientific awakening. The publication of Nicolaus Copernicus’s De 

revolutionibus orbium coelestiumin 1543 introduced heliocentric theory, challenging long-held geocentric beliefs.

Johannes Kepler, a German mathematician, further refined planetary motion in the early 17th century. These

developments fostered a new fascination with celestial bodies, which in turn influenced artistic symbolism, including

the sun-moon metaphor that associated masculine and feminine energies with stars and planets.

The Sun-Moon Metaphor: Origins and Symbolic Resonance

Classical Roots and Renaissance Revival

The association of men with the sun and women with the moon has ancient precedents. In Greek mythology, the

sun god Helios and the moon goddess Selene were often depicted as male and female counterparts. The

Renaissance, with its renewed interest in classical antiquity, revived such motifs. Humanist scholars translated

classical texts, and their translations carried forward the sun-moon dichotomy into contemporary literature and



philosophy.

Astrological and Alchemical Interpretations

Astrology and alchemy were intertwined disciplines in early modern Germany. Astrologers believed that celestial 

bodies influenced human character. The sun was associated with the cardinal virtues of strength, courage, and 

authority, while the moon represented sensitivity, intuition, and emotional depth. Alchemical texts also used the sun 

and moon as symbols of the male and female principles (the sol and luna) that had to be harmonized to achieve

the philosopher’s stone. These symbolic frameworks permeated courtly etiquette, reinforcing the idea that men and

women were complementary cosmic forces.

Literary Embodiment in Courtly Love Poetry

German courtly love poets, such as Andreas Gryphius and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s early works, frequently

employed the sun-moon metaphor. In Gryphius’s pastoral poems, the male hero is described as “the radiant sun,”

illuminating the world, while the beloved woman is “the silver moon,” reflecting light in a gentle, ethereal manner.

The metaphor was not merely decorative; it encoded expectations about gender behavior: men were to be decisive

and public, women were to be contemplative and private.

Manifestations of the Metaphor in Everyday Life

Marriage Contracts and Dowry Arrangements

Marriage contracts in early modern Germany often reflected the sun-moon paradigm. A man’s dowry was

described as “the sun’s generous light,” providing material wealth and status, whereas a woman’s dowry was

portrayed as “the moon’s subtle glow,” representing her beauty and virtue. These contracts were not only legal

documents but also symbolic narratives that reinforced the complementary nature of the marital partnership.

Educational Opportunities for Women

While educational opportunities for women were limited compared to men, the sun-moon metaphor offered a subtle

justification for female education. Women were encouraged to study literature, music, and languages to become

“the moon’s muse,” inspiring their husbands and families. The metaphor framed such learning as a natural

extension of feminine grace, rather than a challenge to male authority.

Social Etiquette and Courtly Conduct

Etiquette manuals, such as Der edle Herr und die edle Dame, codified behaviors that mirrored the sun-moon

dynamic. Men were expected to be bold, decisive, and public, embodying the sun’s active role. Women, on the

other hand, were expected to be modest, reserved, and supportive, reflecting the moon’s reflective nature. These

guidelines influenced everything from dress codes to conversational topics, reinforcing gender hierarchies in daily

interactions.

Influence on the Arts and Culture

Music and Operatic Themes

Baroque composers like Johann Sebastian Bach and Georg Friedrich Handel integrated the sun-moon metaphor 

into their compositions. In Bach’s cantatas, the “sun” often appears as an allegorical figure of divine authority, while 

the “moon” is associated with the faithful believer or the muse. Operas, such as Handel’s Semele, portray the

goddess as a luminous moon, guiding the protagonist’s destiny.

Visual Arts: Portraiture and Landscape Painting



Portrait painters, including Lucas Cranach the Elder, employed the sun-moon imagery to emphasize the sitter’s

gendered attributes. Male portraits were often illuminated by warm, golden light, evoking the sun’s power, whereas

female portraits were bathed in cool, silvery hues, suggesting the moon’s gentleness. Landscape painters used the

contrast of sunlit horizons and moonlit nights to symbolize the interplay between masculine and feminine energies.

Literary Works Beyond Poetry

Beyond courtly poetry, novels and epistolary literature of the period also reflected the sun-moon motif. In the novels

of the Enlightenment era, male protagonists were portrayed as rational, sun-like figures, while female characters

were depicted as emotionally nuanced, moon-like figures. This binary reinforced the prevailing social narrative that

rationality was a masculine trait, while emotion was a feminine trait.

Critical Perspectives and Counter-Narratives

Women’s Voices in Early Modern Germany

Despite the dominance of the sun-moon metaphor, women in early modern Germany carved out spaces to

challenge and reinterpret these roles. Female writers such as Maria Sibylla Merian, a naturalist and artist, used her

scientific work to assert intellectual authority. Her meticulous illustrations of insects were accompanied by letters

that emphasized her scholarly curiosity, thereby contesting the idea that women were confined to passive, moon-

like roles.

Reformers and Gender Equality Debates

Reformers like Philipp Melanchthon advocated for broader educational access for women, arguing that divine

wisdom transcended gender. Melanchthon’s writings suggested that the sun-moon metaphor was a cultural

construct rather than a divine mandate. His ideas influenced the establishment of girls’ schools in some German

states, providing a platform for women to engage in theological debates.

Modern Reinterpretations and Feminist Critiques

Contemporary scholars have reexamined the sun-moon metaphor as a lens through which to understand gender

dynamics. Feminist historians argue that the metaphor reinforced patriarchal structures by normalizing male

dominance and female subordination. They also highlight how the metaphor was used strategically by women to

navigate social constraints, adopting the “moon” persona to gain influence behind the scenes.

Legacy and Continuity in Modern German Culture

Influence on Contemporary German Literature

Modern German authors, such as Thomas Mann and Günter Grass, occasionally reference the sun-moon 

dichotomy in their works. Mann’s Buddenbrooks subtly alludes to the complementary roles of the male and female 

family members, while Grass’s Der Tinidenuses celestial imagery to critique societal expectations. These

references demonstrate the enduring resonance of the metaphor in German literary consciousness.

Popular Culture and Media

In contemporary German media, the sun-moon metaphor surfaces in advertising, music, and film. Commercials for

household products often depict a woman as the “moon,” reflecting the product’s subtle charm, while men are

portrayed as the “sun,” embodying strength and reliability. This continued usage underscores how deeply

embedded the metaphor is in cultural narratives.

Scholarly Research and Public Discourse



Academic conferences on early modern European history routinely feature panels on gender symbolism.

Researchers present new findings that illuminate how the sun-moon metaphor functioned across different strata of

society, from aristocratic courts to rural villages. Public lectures and museum exhibitions also explore these themes,

making the discussion accessible to a broader audience.

Conclusion: Reflecting on the Sun and the Moon

The phrase “he is the sun, she is the moon” offers a window into the cultural psyche of early modern Germany.

Rooted in classical antiquity, reinforced by scientific and astrological thought, and disseminated through literature,

art, and social norms, the metaphor shaped gender expectations and everyday life for centuries. While it reinforced

hierarchical structures, it also provided a framework through which women could express agency, albeit within

prescribed limits. Understanding this metaphor allows contemporary readers to appreciate the complex interplay

between symbolism, power, and gender in early modern German society, and to recognize how these historical

narratives continue to echo in modern cultural expressions.
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