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4.0 OBJECTIVES
In this unit we will get glimpse into the world of Roman poetry especially the
famous poetry of Ovid. If you recall the introductory unit in this Block, you
will realise that the reign of Emperor Augustus saw the full maturity of Roman
poetry. It was a great period for poetic splendor.  Virgil, Horace and Ovid
are the prime example of the greatness of this period. Ovid’s text under
consideration in this and the next unit is the Metamorphoses, a text that has
graphic material on transformation, mutation and mind you without imposing any
morality on the listeners or readers both of those times and now. Here we
will focus on first of all the life and works of Ovid, while the latter part of
the Unit will provide a brief on the central theme of Book III / Bacchus. Finally,
we will be in a position to evaluate our understanding of the live and times
of Ovid with the help of questions based on this Unit.

4.1 INTRODUCTION
Ovid, is one of Rome’s greatest poets, and he actually predicted that his fame
would live on forever. He wrote this about himself -

… nec tame nut testes mos est audire poetas
(… nor is the custom to listen to poets as if they were court room
witnesses) (Am.3.12.19)

And, so far, his predictions have proven correct as we see how even today
we as students of the English Honours class are studying Ovid. In the next
section, we will study Ovid’s life and works in a bit more detailed manner.

4.2 OVID: LIFE AND WORKS
Ovid was born Publius Ovidius Naso on March 20, 43 BCE, a year after
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Horace and Ovid the death of the famous Emperor Julius Caesar, on whom Shakespeare based
his historical play Julius Caesar. He was born in Sulmo, in a wealthy family.
Sulmo is now called Sulmona and is situated in Abruzzi, Central Italy. When
Ovid was twelve years old, the battle of Actium put an end to a Civil War
that had been raging between Anthony and Octavian. Octavian, the victor,
became the emperor of Rome. (He was later known as Augustus.) Because
he lived in a time of relative calm and prosperity, and because of his family’s
wealth, Ovid was able to write poetry in peace. Ovid’s work draws on the
great literary traditions of Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman cultures. His writings
are indebted to the works of Homer, Hesiod, Euripides, Theocritus,
Callimachus, Virgil, Tibullus, Horace, and Propertius. Some scholars believe
that Ovid’s work is largely borrowed from ancient poetry.

After Ovid’s early education in Sulmo, his father sent him to Rome to study
rhetoric in preparation for a life in politics. However, Ovid claimed that whenever
he tried to write prose, only poetry came out. His family was not keen on
his engaging with poetry. After a short stint in the government, he decided to
pursue the writing of poetry. His father discouraged his career choice and
persistently reminded him of the fate of the Greek poet Homer, who died a
poor man. He has remarked that his father had opposed his engagement with
poetry for a lucrative livelihood -

Saepe pater dixt ‘studium auid inutile temptas?
Maeonides nullas ipse relinquit opes.’

Often my father said, “Why do you attempt a useless pursuit? Homer himself
left no wealth.

Ovid’s father was wrong to worry, about Ovid’s future however. Ovid found
immediate success. His career in a sense can be linked to the trajectory of
Rome on its path to becoming an Empire. Politically, Rome was stable under
Emperor Augustus and on the domestic front, it was a time of peace, and
this is reflected in the themes that Ovid chose to write about. His works discuss
the affairs of the heart of the characters that people his writings instead of talking
about war, battle and battlefields.

It is not easy to give an exact date on his works but it could be said that
his first literary performances probably took place after the fall of Alexandria.
The date is just an approximation. Ovid himself (tr. 4.10.57. - 8) writes –

… carmina cum primum populo iuuenalia legi,
Barba resecta mihi bisue semelue fuit.

Translation: When I first read my youthful songs to the public,
my beard had been cut but once or twice.

Around 20 BCE he published the Amores, or Loves, which consisted of three
books on the theme of love. Ovid’s next work, the Heroides, or Heroines,
took him into uncharted territory. In this novel work, comprising fourteen letters
written by legendary women to their husbands or lovers, Ovid puts the narrative
in the hands of historically voiceless, mistreated, or overlooked women. Around
this time, Ovid also wrote a tragedy about Medea, a popular figure of power,
magic, and revenge. This work has not survived, but there is evidence that Ovid’s
contemporaries judged it a success. Quintilian, a Roman critic of literature,
and Tacitus, a Roman historian, have commented very favorably on the Medea.
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During the first twenty five years of his career Ovid wrote elegies exclusively,
such as, Amores, Heroides, Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris. Ovid
continued to experiment with his writings and in the next stage of his career,
he moved into the realm of didactic (“how to”) poetry. Rather than explore
traditional didactic topics such as farming (as Virgil does in Georgics) or science
(as Lucretius does in On the Nature of Things), Ovid wrote on the art of
seduction and the art of falling out of love. Around 1 BCE or 2 AD, he wrote
the Ars Amatoria (Art of Love), Medicamina Faciei Femineae (Makeup
for a Women’s Face), and the Remedia Amoris (Remedies of Love). In these
works, Ovid deliberately plays off other, familiar didactic works, particularly
Virgil’s Georgics. He challenges what has been an essentially serious genre
and has said ridiculous, comic things about love. With a straight face, he posits
that young men and women should spend time learning how to commit adultery
and to seduce each other. While working on the Metamorphoses, Ovid was
also writing another piece, the Fasti, a poem describing the Roman religious
calendar. It seems he never finished this work, although it is valuable for the
many fascinating antiquarian details it contains.

Ovid is most known for the Metamorphoses, a single poem of fifteen books,
which was probably completed around 8 AD. By writing the Metamorphoses
in the dactylic hexameter, the meter of the epic, Ovid intentionally invited
comparisons with the greatest Roman poet of his age, Virgil, who had written
the epic the Aeneid. In form, rhythm, and size, the Metamorphoses fits squarely
in the category of the epic. In content, however, the Metamorphoses has little
in common with epics such as the Aeneid, which are characterised by a single
story line and one main protagonist. In fact, Ovid explicitly pokes fun at the
epic genre. The Metamorphoses does not contain a single story, instead it has
numerous little stories in it but all the stories have something or the other to
do with transformation/metamorphosis. It has a sense of modernity. The
Metamorphoses more closely resembles the work of Hesiod and the Alexandrian
poets, who favored a collection of independent stories connected by a theme.
The Metamorphoses’ contains roughly 250 stories in 12, 000 lines and 15 Books
linked together only by their common theme of metamorphosis or transformation.
Let us take a quick look at Ovid’s Metamorphoses and see how it adheres
to or differs from the traditional epic in the next section.

4.3 THE METAMORPHOSES AND OTHER
TRADITIONAL EPICS

The traditional epic is usually unified by a single hero, whose fortune is the
central theme of the epic. The hero is usually a grand leader/ a great king who
does larger than life good deeds and who usually sets off on a journey. Has
an extremely high position in society and when he falls he tends to fall hard.
Virgil had given Roman poets a new example for the formal narrative. His
15 books of the Metamorphoses were not unified by a single hero who has
cross reference and climactic closure. Ovid has stated publicly new critical
standards by which a poem should be judged, and the standards being that
poems should be highly refined, evoking more than it said, and he rejected
the long narrative form as being tedious. Callimachus has expressly praised
the fine-spun verse and denounced the continuous unbroken poem. Here was
Ovid declaring that he would write a long and totally comprehensive poem that
was also fine-spun and refined. And the title implied that the poem would be
a composite of many transformation tales.

Ovid: Life, Literature, Works,
and Bacchus Book III
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Horace and Ovid Shortly after the publication of the Ars Amatoria and the Remedia Amoris,
Ovid found himself in great peril. In 8 AD, Augustus exiled Ovid and banned
his books from the libraries of Rome. The reason for Ovid’s exile is not entirely
clear, but one can surmise that Augustus took offense to Ovid’s licentious
poetry. Poems on the art of seduction would have hardly pleased Augustus,
who sought to institute moral reform. Moreover, Augustus must have been
especially incensed when he had to exile his own daughter, Julia, for adultery.
Emperor Augustus wanted Rome to return to her earlier age of “religious
dedication and morality” as described by the online authors of notable
biographies. But the exact cause of Ovid’s exile is still unclear. The rest of
his writings are a kind of lament for the Roman frontier. All Ovid writes
concerning his exile is that a “poem and a mistake” caused his downfall. In
exile, Ovid penned his last works at Tomis, a colony by the Black Sea. His
final three works are the Tristia, or Sadness, Ibis, and the Epistulae ex Ponto,
or Letters from Pontus. These works largely concern the hardships he faces
in a foreign land and his desire to dwell in Rome again. However, despite all
his pleas to Augustus and later to Tiberius, he would never see Rome again.
Ovid began writing just a few years after Octavia assumed the title by which
he is best known to history – Augustus, and he died only a few years after
the Emperor. Ovid perhaps the most Augustan poet and certainly the last,
died at Tomi sometime during the winter of 17 - 18 CE.

Ovid is at once a major Augustan poet and the first in the line of post Augustan,
early imperial, writers. Master of the art of deceptive transitions, he would no
doubt have enjoyed the embarrassment of literary historians who tried to pin
him down within a neat scheme of periods. He might also have derived an
ironic satisfaction from the thought that his own downfall would be taken as
the epoch of an age of literary decline. Yet it is hard to believe that he would
have agreed that writers like Seneca, Lucan, Statius, and Martial were the
products of a decadent age, rather than rivals of his own poetic intelligence.
We shall examine The Metamorphoses in the next section.

4.4 THE STRUCTURE OF THE METAMORPHOSES
No single character dominates the Metamorphoses which is a collection of 250
stories from Greek and Roman mythology, legend, and history. Only the narrator,
a version of Ovid, unites and controls the narrative. He makes his presence
known with attention – gathering literary techniques. Often, there is no logical
or structural reason why one story precedes or follows another. We may say
that it is primitive mythology but in another sense the stories are very
extraordinary. It does not establish any straight moral line. The unobvious, often
surprising structure draws attention to itself, and to its author. We are never
allowed to forget that a literary mind has constructed the poem. The narrator
also draws the focus on himself by breaking into the narrative and, in the first
person, offering his perspective and insights.

The tradition of using the metamorphosis theme to emphasise the poem’s essential
lack of seriousness begins with Ovid himself, who in a later work tells us that
his tales of transformation were “not to be believed” (Trist. 2.64), a claim that
highlights the first assumption a contemporary reader might bring to any such
story.

In the works of Ovid’s immediate epic predecessor Virgil, the phenomenon
of metamorphosis assumes a more prominent but deeply ambiguous role, one
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that in many respects looks ahead to its complex function in The Metamorphoses.
On the one hand, Virgil seems to give an ideological dimension to Homer’s
reticence about transformation stories. Beyond raising questions about the
plausibility of the narrative, The Metamorphosis suggests a world of unstable
ephemerality that can only be at odds with the poem’s motion toward the
foundation of Rome as the center of a stable cosmos and indeed comes to
be associated with the de-humanising violence and immorality of Rome’s civil
wars. The next section will deal with the various books in The Metamorphoses.

4.5 BOOKS IN METAMORPHOSES
 Book I – The Creation, The Four Ages, The Giants, Lycaön, The

Flood, Deucalion and Pyrrha, Python, Daphne, Interlude: Pan and
Syrinx, Phaëton.

 Book II – Phaëton (cont.), Callisto, The Raven and The Crow,
Ocyrho¸, Battus, Aglauros, Europa.

 Book III – Cadmus, Actaeon, Sémele, Teiresias, Narcissus and Echo,
Pentheus and Bacchus, Acoetes and the Lydian Sailors, Pentheus amd
Bacchus.

 Book IV – The Daughters of Minyas, Pyramus and Thisbe, Mars
and Venus, Leucotho¸ and Clyt¸, Salmacis and Hermaphroditus, The
Daughters of Minyas (2), Athamas and Ino, Cadmus and Andromeda,
Perseus.

 Book V – Minerva and the Muses, Callilope’s Song: The Rape of
Proserpina, Arethusa, Triptolemus and Lyncus, The Daughters of
Pierus.

 Book VI – Arachne; Niobe; The Lycian Peasants; Marsyas; Pelops;
Tereus, Procne and Philomela; Boreas and Orithyia.

 Book VII – Medea and Jason, The rejuvenation of Aeson, The
Punishment of Pelias, Medea;s Flight, Theseus and Aegues, Minos
and Aeacus, The Plague at Aegina, The Birth of the Myrmidons,
Cephalus and Procris.

 Book VIII – Scylla and Minos, The Minotaur and Ariadne, Daedalus
and Icarus, Dedalus and Perdix, Meleager and the Calydonian Boar,
Acheloûs, The Naiads and Perimele, Philemon and Baucis, Erysichthon.

 Book IX – Acheloûs and Hercules; Hercules and Nessus,The Death
of Hercules, Alcmena and Galanthis, Dryope; Iolaûs and Callirho¸’s
sons; Miletus, Byblis, Iphis.

 Book X – Orpheus and Eurydice, Cyparissus, Orpheus’s Song:
Introduction, Ganymede, Hyacinthus, Pygmalion, Myrrha, Venus and
Adonis, Venus’s Story: Atlanta and Hippomenes, Orpheus’s Song:
Venus and Adonis.

 Book XI – The Death of Orpheus, The punishment of the Maenads,
Midas, Laçmedon;s Treachery – Peleus and Thetis, Peleus at the
Court of Ceñx (1), Ceñx’s Story: Dedalion, Peleus At The Court of
Ceñx, (2), Ceñx and Alcyone, Aesacus.

Ovid: Life, Literature, Works,
and Bacchus Book III
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Horace and Ovid  Book XII – The Greeks at Aulis, Rumour, Cycnus, Achilles’ Victory,
Celebrations, Caenis, The Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs,
Periclymenus, The Death of Achilles.

 Book XIII – The Judgement of Arms, Ajax’s Suicide, The Fall of
Troy, The Sufferings of Hecuba, Memnon, The Wanderings of Aeneas
(1), The Daughters of Anius, The Daughters of Orion, Ulysses, The
Wanderings of Aeneas (2), Acis, Galatea and Polyphemus, Scylla and
Glaucus.

 Book XIV – Scylla and Glaucus (2), The Wanderings of Aeneas (3),
The Sibyl of Cumae, Achaemenidus’ Story: Ulysses’ Men in Polyphhemus’
Cave, Macareus’ Story: Ulysses and Circe, Picus, Canens and Circe,
The Wanderings of Aeneas (4), The Mutinous Companions of
Diomedes, The Apulian Shepherd, The Ships of Aeneas, Ardea, The
Apotheosis of Aeneas, Aeneas’ Descendants, Pomona and Vertumnus,
Iphis and Anaxarete, Romulus, The Apothesis of Romolus.

 Book XV – Myscelus, Pythagoras, Egeria and Hippolytus, Tages,
Romulus’ Spear, Cipus, Aesculapius, The Apotheosis of Julius Caesar,
Epilogue.

As mentioned in the background unit, Ovid influenced not only his direct
predecessors but also many writers to come centuries after him. Some of these
dates are necessarily approximate or speculative. The dates and names given
below, give us an idea about the spread of his influence through the ages.

1185: Andreas Capellanus, De Amore
1230: Guillaume de Lorris, Roman de la Rose
1280: Jean de Meun’s continuation of Roman de la Rose
1310: Ovide Moralis´ e
1321: Dante, Divina Commedia
1340 Bersuire, Ovidius Moralizatus
1380 Chaucer, House of Fame
1390 Gower, Confessio Amantis
1532 Ariosto, Orlando Furioso
1567 Golding translation of The Metamorphoses
1590 Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Books 1–6
1593 Shakespeare, Venus and Adonis; Hero and Leander, Tempest,
1601 Ben Jonson, Poetaster
1632 Sandy translation of The Metamorphoses
1674 Milton, Paradise Lost
1717 Garth’s collaborative translation of The Metamorphoses
1945 Hermann Fränkel, Ovid: A Poet between Two Worlds
In the next section we shall look at Bacchus/Book III, which is a book
prescribed for closer analysis in our course.

4.6 SELECTIONS FROM THE
METAMORPHOSES BOOK III /BACCHUS

This book contains six stories mainly - Cadmus, Actaeon, Sémele, Teiresias,
Narcissus and Echo, Pentheus and Bacchus (1), Acoetes and the Lydian
Sailors and Pentheus and Bacchus (2). We will be focusing on the story of
Pentheus and Bacchus (1) and Pentheus and Bacchus (2).
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4.6.1 Book III /Bacchus: A Summary

Europa Agenor’s daughter has been kidnapped/ abducted by the God Jupiter.
Her father Agenor sends her brother Cadmus off to find her threatening him
that should he fail to bring Europa back, he would be exiled. Cadmus tries
desperately to find Europa but fails. Given that he will be exiled if he does
not bring Europa home, he cannot go home, so he prays to the God Apollo
asking advice on where he should go and where he should live. Apollo feels
sorry for Cadmus and tells him that he should seek a pristine heifer, one that
has never been used to plough and that is where Cadmus should settle down
and establish a city. Needless to say, Apollo’s prophecy comes to pass and
Cadmus finds the heifer however, his men encounter an enormous serpent, which
kills them and Cadmus needs to slay the serpent, he does so and, at Minerva’s
request, buries the teeth of the giant serpent in the ground. Thereafter, a group
of hostile men spring forth from the land and begin fighting amongst themselves,
eventually they end up killing each other until only five men are left. These five
men agree to live in peace with one another and the city of Thebes is established.
Cadmus is well known in ancient myths, legends and Literature for having
established the city of Thebes. Now if you recall Block 2, our hero Oedipus
Rex is the King of Thebes. Note how myths and legends are interconnected
in Ovid’s The Metamorphoses.

Meanwhile Jupiter the God has had yet another sexual dalliance and has
impregnated Sémele who is Cadmus’s daughter. Do you see how Agenor’s
family seems to be facing a lot of troubles? His daughter Europa has been
kidnapped by Zeus, so he sends his son Cadmus to look for Europa. He
threatens Cadmus with exile if he cannot find and bring his sister home, so
Cadmus decides to settle elsewhere when he realsies that he may not find her,
and hence, does not return home. And the sexually promiscuous God Jupiter
has now gone and impregnated Cadmus’ daughter Sémele, after having abducted
her aunt Europa. Juno, the consort of Jupiter is extremely infuriated at Jupiter
and desires revenge and punishment for Jupiter and Sémele.

Suddenly,
further cause for resentment: Sémele, Cadmus’ daughter,
was pregnant by mighty Jove! Queen Juno’s tongue was already
sharpened, when ‘What has my scolding ever achieved?’
she thought.
‘I must target the woman herself and destroy her, if I am to merit
the title of mighty Juno; if I may properly wield
my jeweled scepter as Queen of the Gods; if I am Jupiter’s
sister and consort -     (Sémele, Book III, p. 105, lines 260-65)

She disguises herself as an old woman and goes to meet Sémele. She manages
to convince the unsuspecting Sémele to ask Jupiter to make love to her like
he does with Juno. Remember both Juno and Jupiter are gods and Sémele
is human. It is but obvious that she will not be able to sustain Jupiter’s divine
strength and will die.

… after assuming the form of a crone with whitened temples,
Wrinkles lining her skin, bent back and tottering legs.
Adopting an old cracked voice, she quickly appeared in the spitting
Image of Bero¸, Sémele’s old Epidaúrian nurse.

(Sémele, Book III, p. 106, lines 275-78)

Ovid: Life, Literature, Works,
and Bacchus Book III
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Horace and Ovid …‘If his godhead is genuine, make him give you a pledge of his love.
Ask him to take you in all the majestic splendour he shows
when he comes to the arms of Juno, dressed in his full regalia!’
Sémele’s unsuspecting mind was already persuaded by Juno’s suggestion.

(Book III, p. 106, lines 283 -86)

Jupiter makes a promise to Sémele that he will honour whatever her heart
desires. Little does Jupiter know what Sémele has been convinced to ask of
him and that she has no idea of what she has asked for. Sémele cannot withstand
the force of Jupiter’s divine strength and she dies. However, since she is
pregnant, Jupiter manages to transfer their unborn son to his own thigh and
to carry the baby to full term. The baby born to Jupiter and the mortal Sémele
is Bacchus.

… but Sémele’s mortal frame was unable to take the celestial onslaught.
His bridal gift was to set her ablaze. The baby*, still
in the foetal stage, was ripped from her womb, and, strange as it seems,
survived to complete his mother’s term stitched up in his father’s thigh.
At first the child was secretly reared by Sémele’s
sister Ino. She handed him to the nymphs of Nysa,
who hid him away in their private cave and fed him on milk

(Sémele, Book III, p. 107, lines 308-15)

Going back to Cadmus’ household we find that it is a deeply troubled household.
His young grandson Actaeon, spies Diana when he is hunting and she is bathing
in her sacred grove. Diana is so upset that she transforms Actaeon into a
deer and his own hunting dogs kill Actaeon as Actaeon has been transformed
into a stag and to the hunting dogs the stag is the prey. Just keep taking note
of the troubles that seem to occur with members of Agenor and Cadmus’
household/ descendants.

Meanwhile Jupiter and Juno have made up now that Sémele is dead and out
of the picture and are bantering about sexual gratification and which gender
enjoys sex more. Jupiter believes that women enjoy sex more while Juno thinks
it’s the men who enjoy sex more. Since they can’t come to a consensus they
decide to ask Teiresias, who according to myth has led his life as both a male
and a female. Teiresias having experienced life both a man and as a woman
says that it is women who enjoy sex more. Juno is so sure that Teiresias will
agree with her that she feels betrayed and is so angry with Teiresias’ response
in support of Jupiter’s claim that she strikes Teiresias blind. Jupiter feels sorry
for Teiresias and compensates for his consorts harshness in striking Teiresias
blind by giving the latter the power of foresight. Ovid records Teiresias’ first
prediction: that Narcissus will live a long life as long as he does not know
himself. These cryptic words are born out soon, when Narcissus rejects all
suitors and falls in love with his reflection in the stream. There is this continuous
back and forth movement as Ovid moves from one story line to the other.
He then turns back to the story of Cadmus and his household.

Pentheus who is Cadmus’ grandson, is probably the only one who does not
worship or even recognise Bacchus as a God. He tries to persuade his family
and others not to worship Bacchus. Meanwhile Bacchus is a full grown God
having survived Juno’s attack on his birth mother Sémele. And he has a huge
base of devout followers:
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Bacchus arrived and the country side rang with ecstatic cries.
The crowds poured in; there were mothers and wives with their sons
and husbands, nobles and ordinary folk, swept up in the strange new
rituals.

              (Sémele, Book III, p. 117-18, lines 528-30)

Pentheus is also a skeptic who doubts Teiresias’ prophetic skills, and when
the blind Teiresias prophecises that Pentheus will at some point in the future
disrespect Bacchus as a god and that he will be ripped apart by his own kin
– his mother, and maternal aunts to be specific Pentheus chooses not to believe
his predictions. Moreover, he is upset about the frenzy that Bacchus and his
followers have caused in Thebes. He tries hard to capture Bacchus whom he
believes to be an imposter. The men he sends after Bacchus return transformed
into Bacchus’ followers. This infuriates him all the more. Acoetes, a devout
follower of Bacchus, tries to change Pentheus’s mind about Bacchus but to
no avail. Pentheus threatens to make an example of Acoetes by killing him.
When Pentheus tries to have Acoetes killed, he (the latter) is saved by Bacchus.
No one is willing to listen to Pentheus but Pentheus is firm in his belief and
resolve in not worshipping Bacchus as a God. Pentheus is so upset because
of his inability to put an end to the cult of Bacchus that he sets out for Mount
Cithaeron where the sacred rites of Bacchus are conducted, to try and track
and capture Bacchus whom he considers a false God.

But on the hill we know what happens and how, Pentheus meets his end as
his own aunts and mother mistake him for a big wild boar and they hunt him
down and rip him apart.

Here, as Pentheus profanely spied on the sacred rituals,
Who saw him first? Who rushed on him first in maniacal frenzy?
And who first launched her thyrsus to savage her own dear son?
His mother Agáve. ‘watch me, sisters,’ she shouted, ‘both of you!
Look at that huge wild boar there wandering over our meadow.
That boar must be mine to spear!”

(Sémele, Book III, p. 126 -27, lines 710-14)

His aunt, Autonoe, rips off his arms, and his mother tears off his head and
lets out a shout of victory.

… as he yelled out, ‘Look at me, mother!’ |Agave stared at him, uttered
A wild shriek, violently shaking her neck and tossing her hair,
Then twisted his head right off. Displaying it high* in her blood – drenched
Fingers, she shouted, ‘Joy, my companions! Victory is ours!’

(Sémele, Book III, p. 127, lines 724-27)

4.6.2 Book III/ Bacchus: An Analysis
Book III/ Bacchus shows the struggle for power between the Gods and the
ordinary people/ between the divine and the human, the immortal and the mortal.
Apart from a historical/ mythological setting when Ovid brings in the establishment
of the city of Thebes and the myths connected to it, what we find in Book
III is largely the tales of how there is always a power struggle between the
Gods and the humans and how that leads to other tragic endings.
This book begins auspiciously, with the founding of Thebes. However, divine
revenge soon takes center stage. The gods punish nearly every major character
for a crime, regardless of whether the crime was committed wittingly or

Ovid: Life, Literature, Works,
and Bacchus Book III
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Horace and Ovid unwittingly. Diana punishes Actaeon for accidentally stumbling upon her when
she is naked. Juno punishes Sémele for her love affair with Jupiter. She also
punishes Teiresias with blindness for agreeing with Jupiter. And Bacchus
punishes Pentheus for failing to worship him. By focusing on the theme of
revenge, Ovid invites comparisons with Virgil’s Aeneid, which portrays Aeneas’
quest to establish a city, and Juno’s resulting wrath. Ovid outdoes Virgil, whose
sole villain was Juno. In Ovid’s account, three divine figures damn the household
of Cadmus and the founding of Thebes: Diana, Juno, and Bacchus. We realise
that the Gods and Goddesses are portrayed with more human and baser
emotions and feelings of anger, jealousy and arrogance than with Godly
sentiments. They are full of passion and their over passion leads them to change
into something quite human and no longer divine. Every excess has some
repercussion.

On the one hand we have Cadmus who has been cast in the mold of the
conventional epic hero – he is a great man, he’s had a series of extraordinary
adventures, he has achieved great feats and has now founded a city; while on
the other we have his descendants / family members engaged in a tussle for
power with the gods. So in a way, Ovid seems to be making us as readers
question the epic convention where on the one hand is the classical hero who
has achieved it all and on the other is his family who seem to be constantly
engaged in a struggle with the gods and these narratives seem to lend themselves
very well to other tales with tragic endings.

Book III’s metamorphosis indicates some of the reasons why the Gods would
seek to punish humans and to be engaged in the maintenance of the struggle
for power. For instance, Sémele (Cadmus’ daughter) whose crime is being in
love with Jupiter and being pregnant with his son; Actaeon (Cadmus’ grandson)
who is out hunting when he accidently stumbles across Diana bathing with her
nymphs. Now this is a forbidden act and even though it was accidental, Diana
perceives it as Actaeon’s transgression and hence she feels the need to punish
him. She does this by turning Actaeon into a stag that is then killed by his
own hunting dogs. Then there is Pentheus (Cadmus’ grandson, son of his
daughter Agave) who disrespects Bacchus and wants to prove him to be a
false God it ultimately leads to Pentheus’ death at the hands of his own kin.
It appears that sometimes the humans are punished for simply being in the wrong
place at the wrong time – a case in point being Actaoen’s punishment by Diana.
Then there are the other little inter-related tales of the power struggle between
mortals and the Gods. Take for instance, the stories of Teiresias, Juno and
Jupiter, and Teiresias and Pentheus. Teiresias upsets Juno by supporting
Jupiter and she is so infuriated with him that, she strikes him blind.

Narcissus in the narrative Narcissus and Acho, is an interesting case of an
extremely handsome young man loved by both men and women but he is so
arrogant and full of himself that he is selfish, unkind and mean and thinks that
none of his suitors are worthy of him so, he ends up rejecting all of them,
till he is punished by the Gods when he falls in love with his own reflection,
and of course, his reflection does not love him back or respond to him, hence,
he pines away and dies. In his case, the mortals appear to deserve the punishment
for their nastiness/ unkindness; for their genuinely bad behavior. Even Pentheus
fits into that category where he is intent on proving Bacchus to be a false god
and disrespects him. The other important reason why the Gods would be
compelled to punish humans would be if the act of hubris and the disrespect
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of the gods are committed as these two acts would blur the lines between the
mortal world and the world of the immortals. What we also notice is that each
act of revenge that occurs in Book III is associated with an ironic twist at
the expense of the victim. Actaeon, a hunter, becomes the hunted. The reversal
is completed when Actaeon’s own dogs tear him apart. Sémele is killed by
the act of sex, the very act that drew her and Jupiter together. She is slain
by her lover’s overwhelming prowess, and ironically enough she requests her
own manner of death by way of the promise she extracts from Jupiter. Teiresias’
extensive knowledge causes his blindness. Narcissus, who has rejected all
suitors, is rejected by himself. He becomes both the object and the subject
of spurned love. Pentheus’s death is ironic for three reasons. First, his threat
to kill Acoetes is turned against him when he himself is killed for impiety. Second,
Bacchus’ worshipers mistake Pentheus for an animal—ironic, considering that
Pentheus is not an animal or even a transformed animal, as are many of the
characters in the poem are. Finally, despite his refusal to worship Bacchus,
Pentheus becomes a central figure in a worship rite, as he is sacrificed at the
hands of his mother and aunt. And following his death, Thebes becomes central
to the worship of Bacchus.

In the stories in Book III, the gods seem to have all the power while the mortals
are totally at their mercy. Although this power structure is supposed to help
human fallible behavior, the gods it appears are hardly role models. In fact what
comes across is almost like the French reign of terror where the Gods are
in power only because they are feared and not because the people love them
or respect them. The Gods seem to be able to control human beings through
threats /acts of intimidation, or by exploiting their explosive and volatile tempers.
The other aspect that stands out is the way/ manner in which the Gods too
seem to feel “something”, for instance Diana feels violated that Actaeon
accidently saw her bathing with her nymphs, Juno is torn apart by jealousy
at Jupiter’s transgression with Sémele and takes it out on her by killing her
at the hands of Jupiter himself. So the Gods do seem to experience emotions
such as anger, (Juno getting mad at Teiresias); jealousy (Juno wanting to deceive
Sémele into getting herself killed so as to regain Jupiter’s attention and her
rightful place as his consort), love, and grief; they do not appear to be able
to fully comprehend the sufferings, and fear of mortals — as they are Gods/
the supreme ones who do not have to face the consequences of their actions.

The coming of Bacchus is the high point of Ovid’s narrative, strongly influenced
by Euripides’ Bacchae. In Rome itself the senate had seen the cult of Bacchus
as so uncontrollable and dangerous to communal order that they had banned
its public observation two hundred years before Ovid’s death. Ovid’s highly
wrought narrative begins with an impassioned speech by Pentheus scorning the
cult as effeminate while urging his dragon-born warriors to defend Thebes against
this degenerate invasion and arrest its leader.

4.7 LET US SUM UP
Ovid was the most imitated and influential classical author in the Renaissance.
This is not surprising, since many of the central preoccupations of his work
seem almost to have been calculated to appeal to imitators. Ovid provided
his Renaissance imitators with a rich stock of metaphors that they could use
to describe their own activity and could also revive the past. Renaissance poets
who wished to lay claim to the authority of Classical Literature could claim

Ovid: Life, Literature, Works,
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Horace and Ovid to re-embody The Metamorphoses. In this unit we have examined the life and
works of Ovid and summarised and analysed Book III/ Bacchus of The
Metamorphose. Book IV reflects on the main Theban narrative. And we shall
take up for analysis Books IV/ Pyramus and Thisbe, and Book VI/ Philomela.

4.8 QUESTIONS
1. What has happened to Europa?
2. Which god is Cadmus attempting to honor when he sends his men into

the forest?
3. Which god does he unintentionally offend?
4. What is Cadmus’ ultimate weapon against the serpent?
5. What prophecy does Cadmus hear after killing the serpent?
6. What was the name of the city founded by Cadmus?
7. Attempt a characterization of Jove’s behavior toward Sémele before and

after her destruction.
8. What is the meaning of Teiresias’ answer regarding Narcissus’ future?
9. Narcissus gave his name not only to a flower but to a psychological problem

as well. What does it mean when a person is characterised as “narcissistic?”
10. What was the result of Pentheus’ death in the City of Thebes?
11. What is the literary value of The Metamorphoses and how has it influenced

writers of later ages?
12. Comment on the social norms of the Roman Age with examples from The

Metamorphoses.
13. Write a note on the myth of Bacchus and why do you think that there

was a clash in worshipping him?
14. Is Actaeon’s punishment fair?
15. What happens to Sémele? Who is her child?
16. What is the jesting controversy between Jupiter and Juno  about lovemaking

and why do they ask Teiresias to decide?
17. What is the purpose of the story of Narcissus?
18. Cadmus’ grandson Pentheus scorns the seer Teiresias and he also scorns

the god Bacchus. What does Pentheus fear?

4.9 GLOSSARY
Hexametre : Hexameter is a metrical line of verses consisting of

six feet. It was the standard epic metre in classical
Greek and Latin literature, such as in the Iliad,
Odyssey and Aeneid.

Ovidian Epic Style : Ovid chose to write The Metamorphoses as a poem
that meets the criteria for an epic; it is sufficiently
long nearly 12000 lines, it has nearly 250 narratives
joined together in fifteen books; it is composed in
the dactylic hexameter, the meter of both the ancient
Iliad and the Odyssey, and the more contemporary
Latin epic Aeneid; and it treats the high literary
subject of myth. But at the same time, he employs
themes and tones of various genres that extend from
the grand epic to the elegy, the tragedy and the
pastoral.
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Metamorphosis : Metamorphosis is a biological process by which an
animal physically develops after birth or hatching,
involving a conspicuous and relatively abrupt change
in the animal’s body structure through cell growth
and differentiation.
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that he is actually changed into a boar like Acateon was changed into a stag.
Pentheus is hunted down and literally torn to shreds by his mother and his
aunts not because he has been changed into a boar but because they perceive
him as one. It seems as if the frenzy with which they were worshipping Bacchus
has transformed their minds and their sight more than it has transformed Pentheus
physically. There is almost a suggestion that transformations of the mind and
mindsets are much more dangerous than physical changes. Even though Pentheus
does not change physically he is perceived as a big, wild boar and torn to
shreds literally. Remember that quote:

Here, as Pentheus profanely spied on the sacred rituals,
Who saw him first? Who rushed on him first in maniacal frenzy?
And who first launched her thyrsus to savage her own dear son?
His mother Agave. ‘watch me, sisters,’ she shouted, ‘both of you!
Look at this huge wild boar there wandering over our meadow.

 (Book III/ Bacchus, p. 126-7, lines 710 -14)

We shall begin the next section by placing Book IV in the larger scheme of
things and then we shall summarise it and analyse Book IV before we move
on to Book VI.

5.2 PYRAMUS AND THISBE/ BOOK IV
In Bacchus/ Book III, once Pentheus dies, Thebes becomes the stronghold
of the followers of Bacchus.  The only ones not worshippers of Bacchus are
the daughters of Minyas who stick to the traditional practices associated with
the worship of the Goddess Minerva. They are engaged in spinning and weaving
and in order to entertain themselves as they go about their chores they tell
each other tales of love but always involving some kind of transformation. So
essentially Book IV and in particular the story of Pyramus and Thisbe is a
love story that entails a transformation.

One of the daughters, while deftly spinning, advanced a suggestion:
‘While others are idle and fondly observing their so-called festival,
we are detained by Minerva, who better deserves our attention.
But why don’t we also relieve the toil of our hands by telling
stories of different kinds and take it in turns to speak,
while the rest of us quietly listen? The time will go by more quickly.’

(Book IV/ The Daughters of Minyas, pp. 132-33, lines 36-41)

5.2.1 Pyramus and Thisbe

It is then that Arsippe, one of the daughters of Minyas decides on narrating
the story of Pyramus and Thisbe as she feels that this story is relatively unheard
of. Pyramus and Thisbe are neighbors in Babylon, Pyramus is described as
“… a youth of exceptional beauty”, and “… Thisbe, by far the loveliest
maiden in all the East”. Their homes are separated by a large, brick wall.
Their physical proximity to each other and the fact that they are childhood friends
makes them familiar with each other and they are soon in love with each other.
Like any young couple in love, they make promises to each other to spend
their life together. They want to marry each other but their parents are against
it. They are young and passionate and smitten with each other but because

 Pyramus and Thisbe / Book IV
and  Philomela / Book VI



52

Horace and Ovid their fathers do not agree they cannot meet or marry each other. So they suppress
their feelings and emotions and the only place that they interact in whatever
limited capacity is through the chink in the wall.

Neighbourhood made for acquaintance and planted the seeds of friendship
which time matured into love. They’d have been united in marriage,
had not their father’s opposed it. But feelings may not be forbidden;
their hearts belonged to each other and burned with an equal passion.

(Book IV/ Pyramus and Thisbe, p. 134, lines 58-62)

The two young lovers long to be together, long to be able to hold hands or
even steal gentle kisses, but the wall in the middle forbids that. Thisbe is on
one side of the wall and Pyramus on the other, and they can only catch the
sound of each other’s breath, they say, “… You spiteful wall! They would
cry. “Why stand in the way of poor lovers? … If you would only allow
us to lie in each other’s arms! If that is too much, could you open your
cranny enough for a kiss?” So they talked, hopelessly, sitting on opposite
sides of the wall, saying, as night fell, “Farewell”, each touching the wall with
kisses that could not reach the other side. Sometimes they would get upset
with the wall, like the wall is a live thing in between them, at other times they
are grateful the wall has a chink through which they can talk to each other
at least. Finally deciding that these furtive messages that they manage to exchange
through the wall is not enough and that they need to be together, they decide
to meet one night at Ninus’ tomb in the woods outside Babylon.

One morning when Aurora has quenched the fires of night, and the sun’s rays
has thawed the frosty grass, they come to their usual place near the chink in
the wall. Then they decide, first with a little murmur of their great sorrows,
to try, in the silence of night, to deceive the guards, and disappear outside.
Once out of the house they would leave the city as well, and they agree, in
case they go astray crossing the open country, to meet by the grave of Ninus,
and hide in the shelter of a tree. There is a tall mulberry tree there, dense
with white berries, bordering a cool fountain. They are satisfied with their plan,
and ready to carry it out the next night.

… when all was quiet
that night, they would try to elude their guards and steal out of doors;
then once they’d escaped from their homes, they’d abandon the city
as well.
In case they got lost on their journey out in the open country,
their rendezvous would be Ninus’ tomb, where they’d hide in the shade
in of a certain tree – a tree which was tall and heavily laden
with snow- white berries, a mulberry – close to a cooling fountain.

 (Book IV/ Pyramus and Thisbe, p. 135, lines 83-90)

Eventually the lovers manage to evade their family members and guards and
leave their homes. While Thisbe waits for her lover, a lioness comes to the
nearby stream, and it frightens Thisbe away. When she flees, she drops her
shawl and the lioness rips it with her bloody jaws and then leaves the shawl
near the stream. Pyramus comes to Ninus’ tomb and finds his love’s ripped,
bloody shawl and assumes that she’s been killed by a lion. He kills himself
with his sword to be with his love. Thisbe soon returns and finds Pyramus
slain there, and so she kills herself as well. Their blood changes the colour
of the mulberry tree under which they lie. The berries change from white to
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burgundy from the lovers’ blood. Doesn’t this narrative remind you of a much
later play by Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet? Or even the late 1990s
Bollywood movie Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak. Let’s talk about Leucotheo and
Clytie next.

5.2.2 Leucotheo and Clytie

Leuconoe, the second daughter of Minyas, narrates another unfulfilled love story.
Vulcan finds out that his wife Venus is having an affair with Mars and he learns
about this from the Sun. Though she is at fault, Venus is furious at the Sun
for snitching to Vulcan, and so she compels the Sun to fall in love with
Leucothoe.  The Sun being in love with Leucothoe because of Venus’
compulsion has a torrid affair with her. But the Sun is also a married God.
When his wife Clytie, finds out about Leucotheo and the Sun’s affair, she goes
and informs Leucothoe’s father about the affair. Leucothoe’s father is very angry
with his daughter and buries her alive. Eventually she dies. The Sun is still in
love with her and mourns her loss and transforms her into a frankincense plant.
The narrative of Salamacis and Hermaphrodites is next.

5.2.3 Salamacis and Hermaphroditus

Alcithoé, the third daughter, narrates the final love story. The sexually
adventurous and promiscuous Salmacis desires Hermaphroditus with all her
heart, but Hermaphroditus has no feelings for her and spurns her. She is bold
enough to actually grab him when he jumps into her pool. In today’s day and
age, the action of Salmacis would be termed harassment; and she prays to
the gods to let them unite and become one. The gods answer her prayers and
they make Hermaphroditus soft, gentle and feminine. Salmacis’s own feminine
nature becomes a part of him.

When the three sisters have each had a turn in narrating the love stories, the
devotees of Bacchus come close and eventually Bacchus turns them into bats
for their impiety and for not worshipping him so a transformation takes place
here.

The narrative then continues with the story of the House of Cadmus. Juno
hates Cadmus’ daughter, Ino, as Ino is devoted to Bacchus. Ino is the second
daughter of Cadmus, younger than Sémele, whom Juno tricks into getting killed
by her lover and Juno’s husband Jupiter. Remember Bacchus is Ino’s nephew
and she had actually hid him in her cave and fed him milk once his own mother
was killed by Juno’s trickery. Juno seeks the help of the Furies, who drive
Ino’s husband Athamas, insane. Since the Furies have meddled with his mind,
he imagines his wife to be a lioness and his children to be the cubs of the
lioness. The deranged Athamas kills one of his children by bashing his head
against a rock. Ino realising that her husband will kill her other child as well,
jumps off a cliff with the other child. However, Venus intervenes and requests
Neptune the God of the Sea, to save Ino and her remaining child. Neptune
then transforms Ino and her child into deities of the Sea. When Cadmus learns
of this new tragedy, he leaves Thebes and prays to the gods to transform him
into a serpent. He is transformed into a serpent and his wife is transformed
as well and together they slither away from Thebes. If you recall Book III
begins with Cadmus killing a giant serpent and establishing the city of Thebes
and by the end of Book IV, Cadmus himself is transformed into a serpent as
is his wife.

 Pyramus and Thisbe / Book IV
and  Philomela / Book VI
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Horace and Ovid The next character we encounter is Perseus. Perseus is tired and rather than
fly through the night, he decides to rest in the kingdom of Atlas. Perseus is
in for a surprise as Atlas reacts very badly and with great hostility. Now, Atlas
has a reason for behaving in this harsh manner. He has been told that Persus
will rob him of his riches and hence, he does not want that situation to occur.
Perseus tries to tackle Atlas but the latter is very strong, eventually Perseus
turns Atlas to stone with the aid of Medusa’s head with the writhing snakes
and frightening eyes that can turn anyone who looks upon her into stone. Now,
there are many Greek myths being utilised here. Perseus flies off again and
sees Andromeda chained to a rock as an offering to a sea monster. Perseus
does not want Andromeda to be sacrificed as he wants her for himself. He
descends from the skies, talks to Andromeda’s parents for her hand and then
using Medusa’s head again he freezes the sea monster. Perseus then marries
Andromeda.

5.3 PYRAMUS AND THISBE/ BOOK IV: AN
ANALYSIS

The three daughters of Minyas are depicted as literally weaving, and as they
weave and spin yarn they are also figuratively weave stories of unfulfilled love/
spinning tales of unfulfilled love. The love stories they narrate have different
characters in them but the recurrent theme is that of a sense of frustrated longing.
The two young lovers, Pyramus and Thisbe, are separated in their mortal life
because of their warring parents. They are able to be united only in death.
The Sun, loves Leucothoe, but can do nothing to save her from being buried
alive. The only thing he can do is to turn her into a plant, giving her a sort
of rebirth, but that does not really matter as she is already dead and gone.
Salmacis’ love for Hermamaphroditus is unrequited. Even when she manages
to get him where she wants him and asks for divine intervention, the gods fulfill
her request in a very strange manner and in a sense actually prohibits the kind
of love she desires from him. Through Book IV/ Pyramus and Thisbe, Ovid
seems to be emphasising how disastrous love and romance can be. Even Venus
the goddess of love, is powerless and cannot find lasting happiness as we saw
from her short lived affair with Mars. We shall look at Book VI/ Philomela
next.

5.4 PHILOMELA/ BOOK VI

Book VI begins with acute rivalry between Arachne and Minerva. Minerva
as we know is the Goddess associated with beautiful weaving and her position
is being threatened by a human called Arachne who is arrogant and insolent
and does not respect the Goddess and thinks herself to be a better weaver
than Minerva.

Minerva tries to warn Arachne not to disrespect the Gods but Arachne in
her arrogance does not pay heed. So Minerva goes to meet Arachne, disguised
as an old woman, and advises Arachne to seek Minerva’s forgiveness for her
impunity. But Arachne being proud of her workmanship does not pay heed
to the old woman’s sound advice and Minerva is forced to reveal herself to
the latter. But Arachne will not bow down and finally it amounts to a weaving
competition between the two of them – the Goddess of Weaving Minerva and
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the mortal Arachne. Minerva weaves a beautiful picture glorifying the Gods
and herself. The description of Minerva’s weaving is beautifully depicted by
Ovid.  The workmanship is of course brilliant and her tapestry shows the
Olympian Gods, and her victory over Neptune,

Neptune, the god of the ocean, was shown on his feet and striking
The rugged crag with his great long trident, while sea-water gushed
forth
Out of the cleft in the rock, to establish his claim to the city.

 (Book VI/ Arachne, p. 213, lines 74-76)

- and four other scenes of wherein the Gods are shown victorious over humans
who have been then turned into animals as punishment. Arachne on the other
hand weaves a picture of the gods ‘raping and deceiving humans’. Since both
of them are very skilled and talented it’s a close competition and Minerva upset
by Arachne’s skills that seem to match her own, starts beating her. Arachne
is obviously upset and unable to take the beating longer, she hangs herself.
Minerva ultimately feels bad for her and transforms her into a spider and thus
is born the first spider, the expert weaver, into the world. So what we have
here is also the creation of the myth of how spiders came to be just as in
Book IV/ Pyramus and Thisbe we get the mythological idea of how mulberries
acquired the colour they are today.

When the public come to know of Arachne’s tragic fate, they are frightened
and know that they should not disrespect the Gods for fear of retribution. This
was something we discussed earlier when we said that the Gods seem to have
ruled through threats, fear and intimidation. But then there will be no stories
if everyone complies and no one stands out. The next narrative that we deal
with is Niobe. Niobe is a woman who does not feel that she is inferior to
the gods. Her husband Amphion, belongs to a distinguished lineage, and has
a huge kingdom, and they are blessed with many children. We need to remember
that structurally there are 250 stories in The Metamorphoses and each book
deals with at least four individual stories. So the next story after that of Minerva
and Arachne is that of Niobe. We already know that Niobe does not think
that she is inferior to the Gods and being aware of her attitude and thought
process, Manto (Teiresias’ daughter) tells Niobe that she ought to worship
Latona the goddess along with her two children, Apollo and Diana. Niobe
being of a different frame of mind ignores Manto’s good counsel and makes
fun of the people who listen to Manto. She is so dangerously arrogant at this
point that she wonders why people do not worship her. Obviously this will
enrage the Gods and needless to say Latona is upset. With the help of her
children, she causes several consecutive disasters to strike Niobe’s family. Her
large family of 14 children - 7 boys and 7 girls are all killed. Niobe is now
deathly afraid of Latona having lost all 14 children and the myth and fear of
the Goddess spreads.

5.4.1 Philomela/ Book VI (Lines 412 – 485)
The third narrative is of Tereus, the tyrant from Thrace. He is a brave warrior
who manages to liberate Athens from the control of the barbarians and in
exchange marries Procne, the daughter of the king Pandion of Athens. Tereus
of Thrace is victorious only because Procne helps him. Procne’ help to Tereus
in defeating the barbarians, turns into a marriage proposal which is of course
doomed from the start as we are told that Juno, Hymenaeus, and the Graces
do not attend the wedding.

 Pyramus and Thisbe / Book IV
and  Philomela / Book VI
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Horace and Ovid After being married and away from home for five years, Procne wishes to see
her sister Philomela and so she asks Tereus for permission to visit her. Titan
the God of the Sun, has guided the turning years through five autumns when
Procne coaxes her husband,

If you love me at all,
please send me to visit my sister, or ask her to visit us here.
you can promise my father it won’t be long before she returns.

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 231, lines 440- 42)

She reminds him that he was victorious only because of her help, so she requests
him to either send her to see her sister, or let her sister come to see her here.
She tells her that he can promise her father that Philomela will return after
a brief stay.

Tereus agrees to her request and sets off for Athens to fetch Philomela, and
lands on the shores of Piaeus. As soon as he gains access to his father-in-
law, he joins his right hand to his father–in-law’s right hand, and they began
by wishing each other favourable omens. Tereus starts telling him of his visit
- his wife’s request, and promises a speedy return if she Philomela his sister-
in-law were sent back with him, when, he sees Philomela enter, dressed in
rich robes, and richer beauty.

Tereus is a man in lust and used to the pleasures of the flesh. He is deeply
tempted by the young and beautiful girl. Tereus is fired up by his desire for
her, just as if someone has touched a flame to the corn stubble, or burned
the leaves, or hay stored in a loft. Her beauty is worthy of it, but he is driven
by his natural passion, and the inclination of the people of his region towards
lust: he burns passion. His impulse is to cajole and bribe her attendants and
her nurse’s loyalty, to try and seduce the young girl with extravagant gifts, or
worst comes to worst, to rape her and defend the rape in a savage war.

… when fair Philomela arrived on the scene, very richly attired,
but even richer in beauty, just like the naiads and dryads
we hear of pacing the forest glades in the robes and jewels of a
princess.
The sight of this pure young woman made Tereus hot with desire,
like fire which a farmer sets to the yellow – white corn in a field
or the pile of leaves and the hay that are stored in a barn for the
winter.

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 232, lines 451- 57)

Having seen Philomelam, Tereus is in lust and is impatient to take Philomela
with him and be gone from Piaeus. Philomela agrees to go with Tereus to
visit her sister, and resting her forearms on her father’s shoulders, she coaxes
him to let her go to visit her sister. Tereus gazes at her, imagining her as already
his, watches her kiss her father’s cheeks and her arms encircle her father’s
neck. All her innocent actions of endearment towards her father incite his passion
and spur him on to a wild frenzy that can only be quenched by her. Whenever
she embraces her father, he wishes he were the father, though of course his
intentions would be wicked. The father is won over by the twin entreaties.
Philomela is overjoyed, and thanks her father, and is happy to be visiting her
sister and imagines that it will bring great joy to both of them. Little does she
realise that both the sisters will be wretched after her travels to Thrace.
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5.4.2 Philomela/Book VI (Lines 486-570)

Here we see Tereus getting ready to leave for Thrace with Philomela in tow,
Pandion his father – in –law speaks to him

… Pandion grasped his son-in-law’s
hand and committed his precious charge with tears in his eyes:
‘I entrust Philomela to you, dear son. Her sisterly kindness
has won me over. The two of them wanted it so did you.
Tereus, I trust you, you’re one of the family. Please, in
the name
of the gods I implore you, watch over my child with a father’s love,
and return her soon – she’s the comfort and balm of my anxious
old age -
 (Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 234, lines 494-500)

And so he bades his daughter goodbye and kisses her, soft tears are mingled
with his farewells and commands to Tereues.  As soon as Philomela is on board
the brightly painted ship, and the sea is churned by the oars, and the land left
behind them, the barbarian king cries

… ‘I have won! My prayers are answered, she’s sailing
beside me!’ triumphant, the vile barbarian scarcely could wait
for his moment of bliss, and his greedy eyes never swerved from his
prey…

         (Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 235, lines 513- 15)

Now that they have completed their journey, and disembarked from the wave-
worn ship, on the shores of his country, Tereus’ takes her to a high-walled
building, hidden in an ancient forest, and there he locks her away, she, pale
and trembling, fearing everything, in tears now, begging to know where her sister
is. Then, confessing his evil intent, he overcomes her by force, she a virgin
and alone, as she calls out, again and again, in vain, to her father, her sister,
and most of all to the great gods. She quivers like a frightened lamb, that fails
to realise that it is free, wounded and discarded by a grey wolf, or like a dove
trembling, its feathers stained with its blood, still fearing the rapacious claws
that had gripped it. After a brief while, when she comes to her senses, she
pulls her disheveled hair, and like a mourner, claws at her arms, beating them
against her breasts. Hands outstretched, she shouts.

… you cruel barbarian! How could you
do such a dreadful deed? Were you wholly unmoved by my father’s
entreaties and tears of devotion, my sister’s longing to see me,
respect for my maiden virtue and what you owed to your wife?
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 236, lines 533- 36)

Immediately on landing in Thrace, Tereus takes her, not home, but to a cave
where he repeatedly rapes her and when she starts shouting at him in anger
for betraying her trust, her parents’ trust and raping her, and threatening to tell
all who will listen, he cannot tolerate this reaction. He is filled with fear as
well and forced by both these thoughts, he frees his sword from the sheath
by his side, and seizing her hair gathers it together, to use as a tie, to tether
her arms behind her back. Philomela sees the sword, and hopes only for death
and so offers up her throat. But Tereus cuts her tongue and throws it away
and doesn’t stop here. He mutilates her wounded body, repeatedly, in his lust.  

 Pyramus and Thisbe / Book IV
and  Philomela / Book VI
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Horace and Ovid Her tongue was still voicing her sense of outrage and crying
her father’s
name, still struggling to speak, when Tereus gripped it in pincers
and hacked it out with his sword. As its roots in the throat
gave a flicker,
the rest of it muttered and twitched where it dropped on the
blood- black earth;

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 237, lines 555-58)

When he returns home to his wife she asks about her sister. He, with false
mourning, tells of a fictitious funeral, and cries to give his false story credence.
Procne’s eyes glisten with tears and she laments the fate of her young sister.

5.4.3 Philomela/Book VI (Lines 571-619)
The sun-god has circled the twelve signs, and a year is past. Philomela is
alive but in captivity and left with no option. A guard prevents her escape; the
thick walls of the building are made of solid stone; her mute mouth can yield
no token of the horrifying facts that have left her thus helpless. Interestingly
she passes her time by doing thread work and weaving. She weaves the story
of her rape and the cutting off of her tongue.  As she cannot speak, she requests
the servants to give her tapestry to their mistress. The maid servant takes it
to Procne, without knowing or realising what the tapestry contains inside. The
wife of the savage king unrolls the cloth, and reads her sister’s terrible fate,
and by a miracle keeps silent. Procne’s mind is filled with thoughts of vengeance.
Procne now knows that her sister has been ravaged and is being held in captivity
by her husband. Under the pretext of celebrating a festival she manages to meet
her sister and on seeing her sister’s pathetic condition, Procne burns with rage
and cannot control her anger. She reproaches her sister for weeping, saying

… This isn’t the moment
for tears! It’s a sword that we need or a still more powerful weapon,
if one is available.
 (Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 240, lines 611- 13)

Procne swears to avenge her younger sister.

5.4.4 Philomela/Book VI (Lines 620-674)
While Procne is mulling over these incidents Itys the son of Procne and Tereus
comes to his mother. Seeing him she starts forming a plan in her mind. She
is ready to sacrifice all her motherly instincts to punish her husband. She chops
her son and cooks him and then invites Tereus to eat. The wife invites the
unsuspecting Tereus to the feast. Tereus eats by himself, seated in his tall ancestral
chair, and fills his belly with his own child.

So Tereus sat on the throne of his fathers high on a dais
and started to gorge himself on a dish of the fruit of his own loins.
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 242, lines 650 - 52)

The smartness and wickedness of Tereus is frightening, a) that he should lust
after his younger sister-in-law; b) that he should rape her repeatedly and brutally;
c) that he should cut off her tongue so that she may never speak of the travesty
that was done unto her. But Philomela too is not to be outdone, she still manages
to weave a tapestry of Tereus’ heinous crime and she sends it to Procne. Procne
understands immediately what has happened with her sister and in order to
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avenge her honour, Procne comes up with an equally horrendous plan. She
kills her only child Itys, cooks the flesh of the child and serves it to Tereus
the father as a meal. It is only after he has finished his meal that Procne reveals
to Tereus that he has eaten his own son, and Tereus goes mad as he
comprehends his actions and that of his wife Procne.

When her husband asks for his son she cries, “Itys is with you already –
inside.” He looks around and questions where the boy is. And then while he
is calling out and seeking him, Philomela comes out with the head of the child.

Then he weeps, and calls himself the sepulcher of his unhappy son, and now
pursues, with naked sword, the daughters of Pandion. And we see him running
after the two sisters but then these two women turn into birds. One of them
turns into a nightingale/Philomela and makes for the woods. The other, a
swallow/Procne, flies to the eaves of the palace. You may know that even today
the swallow’s throat has not lost the stain of that murder, and the soft down
bears witness to the blood. Tereus swift in his grief and desire for revenge,
changes into a bird himself, with a feathered crest on his head. An immoderate,
elongated, beak juts out, like a long spear. The name of the bird is the hoopoe,
and it looks as though it is armed.

… at the next he was chasing Pandion’s daughters around with his naked
sword. You could picture the fugitives’ bodies suspended on wings.
and they were suspended on wings. The one, transformed to a nightingale,
made for the forest, the other flew up to the roof as a swallow;
but badges of murder remained on their breasts in the blood – tinged
plumage. (Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p.243, lines 666-70)

Tereus, swiftly impelled by his grief and thirsting for vengeance,
also changed into a bird, with an upright crest for a headpiece
and beak jutting out to a monstrous length in the place of his long spear,
looking as if he were armed for battle. We call him the hoopoe.

 (Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 243, lines 670- 74)

With this the narrative of Philomela ends, her honour is restored through the
villainous act of the slaying of her nephew and of cannibalism and both the
sisters are transformed into birds… one a nightingale and the other a swallow.
And Tereus the perpetrator is transformed into a whoopee/ the wood pecker,
once again the origin myths of three different birds.

5.5 PHILOMELA/ BOOK VI: AN ANALYSIS
Let us begin by analysing each of the narratives in Book VI. What may be
seen as a mere battle of pride between Minerva and Arachne is not just a
battle of skills but rather a more subtle battle of perspectives as we see from
the themes of their tapestries. Minerva being a goddess has a different
perspective all together and she glorifies the Olympian Gods’ and chooses to
include the punishment they dole out to disobedient mortals in her weave.
Arachne, the human, creates a different tapestry consisting entirely of images
of deception and rape. Just goes on to show how the two women one goddess,
one human perceive the cosmos. Arachne’s weave which is flawless depicts
the universe as a place of violence and horror. Minerva beats Arachne so
hard that the latter commits suicide and neither woman is judged the best weaver
so cannot claim victory.

 Pyramus and Thisbe / Book IV
and  Philomela / Book VI
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Horace and Ovid Niobe’s tale deals with the theme of divine vengeance. Niobe’s narrative follows
Arachne’s tale, and by placing these two stories one after the other, Ovid is
in a sense asking us as readers to compare the two women. On the one hand,
Arachne is a woman of humble origins but an extremely talented weaver. Niobe
is a high ranking woman whose reputation is built on her wealth, and family
lineage. While Arachne is a skilled weaver and an artisan; Niobe is a high
born woman with little or no such skills. Arachne provokes the goddess Minerva
and is challenged by the latter to a weaving contest; while Niobe challenges
and provokes the goddess Latona. In a sense by juxtaposing these two women,
Ovid is trying to suggest the innocence of Arachne and thereby the unjustness
of the fate that she is handed out.

The tapestry that tells the story of Tereus’ raping and imprisonment of his younger
sister-in-law Philomela in a way seems to suggest that art/ skill has the power
to help people transcend above their misery and plight. Had Philomela not
woven the tapestry and sent it to her sister, Procne would never have come
to know about her rape and subsequent imprisonment.  The narrative of Tereus,
Procne, and Philomela is a very gory one maybe even one of the most grotesque
of stories in the entire Metamorphoses. Along with lust, betrayal, forced
abduction, rape, mutilation, imprisonment is added infanticide and cannibalism
taking place within the same family amongst familiar and known and related
people. The most intimate familial bonds— that of a husband and a wife, a
father-in-law and a son-in-law, two sisters, the husband and his younger sister-
in-law, mother and son, and father and son—are all broken. These bonds are
one of love and trust and all we find is betrayal in most of the relationships/
bonds. Philomela loses the ability to speak, but she somehow manages to tell
her side of the story through her weaving/ art. Her artistic creation – the tapestry
literally helps her sister know about her being alive, being imprisoned and leads
to her escape. Looking at it from our point of view, we could say that art
serves the purpose we think it should serve. It helps people alleviate people’s
suffering metaphorically / maybe we could say cathartically as the Greeks would
suggest. Procne faces the familiar tragic dilemma of deciding who she is, and
which role she needs to fulfill - mother or sister. The conflict between the roles
she needs to play and the emotions they bring about, anger/love, and the question
of which role will she finally adopt is critical. Procne’s role as the mother of
Itys is the only one that distinguishes her from Philomela, and in rejecting her
child as the “other” she takes another step toward becoming her sister, looking
as she would look and speaking as she would speak. This climactic moment,
therefore, juxtaposes the two opposed ways of viewing we have been tracing
throughout the poem, an objectification that decouples appearance from identity
versus a powerful identification with a seen presence that unites spectator and
spectacle and allows her to take on the voice of the silent Image.

5.6 LET US SUM UP
In this unit we have looked at Books IV & VI. We have summarised and analysed
a number of stories in each book and provided detailed study of the prominent
texts such as Pyramus and Thisbe and Philomela. These units have given
us a better understanding of Latin poetry and Ovid’s skill as a great poet. He
somehow manages to link 250 narratives together and keep our interest
sustained. The tales are mostly of transformations/ metamorphosis. Ovid’s
manner of portraying the narrative focuses on moments, like the brief speech
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with which we began the chapter, those moments, in other words, where the
social dangers posed by actors become most intense. Please read The
Metamorphoses, it is a wonderful book with a whole bunch of stories.

5.7 QUESTIONS
1. Ovid’s poem depicts the thoughts and actions of a wide range of female

characters. Some of these characters are essentially victims, while others
are more like what we would today consider “strong women.” Do you
think Ovid’s view of women is positive, negative, or somewhere in between?

2. Why do you think Ovid’s Metamorphoses has had such a powerful impact
on subsequent literature and art?

3. In what manner is Ovid’s Metamorphoses an epic and how is it different
from the conventional epic. Elaborate?

4. Itys is the son of Procne and Tereus. Itys is killed, cooked and fed to
his father Tereus by his mother Procne, in revenge for Tereus’ raping of
her younger sister Philomela. How convinced are you with this revenge?

5. Write short notes on the following myths:
a. The cult of Bacchus
b. The First Swallow and the First Nightingale
c. How the mulberry fruit acquired its colour
d. How the whoopee came into being

5.8 GLOSSARY
Bacchus : God of wine, both its intoxicating effects as well as its

social and beneficent influences. Son of Jupiter and
Sémele. He is viewed as the promoter of peace, a
lawgiver, and a lover of peace. Roman equivalent of the
Greek Dionysus.

Minerva : Virgin goddess of war, art, wisdom, and science, daughter
of Jupiter, and protector of Athens. Roman equivalent of
the Greek Athena.

Narcissus : Son of Liriope. He fell in love with his own reflection
and wasted away until death. When he died he was
metamorphosed into the plant of the same name.

Philomela : Daughter of Pandion and sister of Procne. She was
raped by her brother-in-law, Tereus. To make sure she
did not tell Procne he muted her by cutting out her tongue
and imprisoned her in a forest. A year later she was
rescued by her sister and in revenge the sisters fed Tereus
his and Procne’s son, Itys. Philomela was metamorphosed
into a bird along with her sister and brother-in-law.

Procne : Daughter of Pandion, wife of Tereus, sister of Philomela,
and mother of Itys. She feeds Itys to Tereus after he
has raped Philomela and cut out her tongue. She was
metamorphosed into a bird along with her sister and
husband.

Pyramus : Young man from Babylon who is the boyfriend of Thisbe
whom he is not allowed to marry.

Teiresias : Blind prophet of Thebes, famous for clairvoyance.

 Pyramus and Thisbe / Book IV
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