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GRAND PERVERSIONS: SEX AND GENRE IN OVID'S METAMORPHOSES

Melissa Grady

New College of Florida, 2009

ABSTRACT

For my senior thesis, I look at the works of the Roman poet Ovid, especially his 

epic Metamorphoses.  I give close readings to six sections of the epic, comparing and 

contrasting them with Ovid's elegiac works and traditional epics in the Homeric and 

Virgilian style.  For instance, in the second chapter, I examine Io's story, in which epic 

tropes create a framework around an elegized story of lust, vindictiveness, foolish gods, 

and cows.  The first chapter establishes that genre is mutable in Ovid's epic through the 

comparison of two versions of one story. The second chapter expands on the idea of an 

“elegized epic” through three more examples. The third chapter looks at two examples of 

non-elegiac genre play in the Metamorphoses, emphasizing Ovid's clever wordplay and 

self-conscious narration.  The thesis studies the effects of genre on Ovid's poetry and 

serves as a primer to deeper readings of his grand work.

David Rohrbacher
Department of Classics
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Introduction

From hindsight,  it  is  easy to reject  the philosophical  opening of the poem as 
untrue or inadequate. Yet how does one know on a first reading that Ovid is not 
committed to  the  orthodox view that  he  is  presenting? Part  of  his  strategy,  I 
suggest, is to win the reader's assent to a comforting picture of the work and then 
to reform it.

(Stephen Wheeler, A Discourse of Wonders)

In the Metamorphoses, Ovid wrote an epic very different from previous works of 

the genre.   Through clever  language and unconventional  content,  he played upon the 

distinctions attributed to epic by mixing them with those of other genres, especially those 

of elegy.   Close readings of passages from the  Metamorphoses,  Ovid's elegiac works 

Amores and Ars Amatoria, and the three epics Iliad, Odyssey, and the Aeneid will aid in 

understanding Ovid's unusual epic through the demonstration of these perversions.  

When Ovid wrote the Metamorphoses, he was the first to attempt to rival Virgil's 

Aeneid since the latter epic's publication.  Despite its unfinished state at his death, Virgil's 

poem met with instant and empire-wide acclaim, replacing earlier epic poets in antiquity's 

school texts and becoming “a national epic for Roman culture”.1  While contemporary 

1 Conte, 350.
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poets composed parodies of Virgil's works, even while he was still alive (for example, 

Numitorius wrote the  Antibucolica in opposition to Virgil's earlier poems), there is no 

surviving evidence of anyone before Ovid who tried to equal or best him.2  What Ovid 

accomplished was both a narrative stretching from the creation of the world up until mere 

decades before his own time and the synergism of epic, elegiac, and other genres into a 

work that transcended established poetic limits.3  

Ovid  composed  in  the  elegiac  style  in  the  beginning  of  his  poetic  career, 

publishing five books of the  Amores,  which he would later revise and refine down to 

three.  These were filled with elegiac verses which were excitingly scandalous, indignant, 

or thoughtful. He demonstrates a dry and sometimes subtle wit with an evident awareness 

and, perhaps, frank enjoyment of the superficiality and games played by his peers, the 

young urban aristocracy.  The affairs detailed within the poems' lines are almost entirely 

without truth.  His named lover, Corinna, is a fiction, and his poems follow many of the 

tropes which numerous preceding elegiac authors used.4  The result is a masterpiece of 

irony,  where  the  vessel  of  tortured  and ecstatic  love,  elegiac  love  poems,  is  written 

without any underlying emotion driving their creation.  An example of the way he plays 

with insincerity would be a pair of poems which are meant to be read together (Am. 2.7, 

8).  At first, Ovid complains at length to his imagined lover, Corinna, that she is always 

2 Johnson.
3 Conte, 351.
4 Otis, 9-10, on the subject of the conventions created by the works of Tibullus and Propertius: “We all 

know the motifs of elegiac love poetry: the lover's all-night vigil before the lady's closed door; his 
jealousy of the lady's husband or present patron and his suffering from the close supervision of her 
custos or guardian-slave; his occasional happy fulfillment and his more frequent deprivation; the 
cynical crone who wants the lady (her protege) to jilt the poor poet and take up with a self-made soldier 
or politician; the lady's absence on a trip overseas or across the mountains or to the beach; the lorn lover 
inscribing her name on the trees or repeating it to the birds; her singed coiffure, her dangerous attempts 
at abortion; her occasional suffering (hair-tearing and face-scratching) at her jealous lover's hands, etc., 
etc.”
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accusing him of infidelity and that he has to defend himself if he is so much as in the 

same room with another woman.  Now, he continues,  she is  saying that he has been 

sleeping with the slave who dresses her hair.   He dismisses this  as preposterous and 

untrue,  portraying  himself  as  long-suffering  and innocent.   Ovid  addresses  the  poem 

immediately following that one to the hairdresser, who is revealed as his lover, and in it 

he wonders how they might have been found out.  The smooth comedy of the pair of 

poems is typical of his elegiac works, both by his skillful use of the words of love in the 

first poem in light of the negation of the words in the second and by the irreverence he 

shows throughout his works for any subject of depth, be it tradition, the gods, or love. 

In his later years, Ovid returned to the elegiac meter. Where he had once played a 

young lover himself, navigating the frustrations and occasional ecstatic successes of the 

portrayed  version  of  love,  he  now  engages  with  his  audience  in  the  Ars  Amatoria,  

Remedia Amoris, and Medicamina Faciei Feminae as a learned teacher.  In the Amores, 

Ovid established a tone of superficial participation in the games of love, but in the Ars 

Amatoria,  he graduates into portraying love as an intellectual game.  He codifies the 

process of wooing and winning into stages, each with rules and anticipated outcomes. 

The  Medicamini  Faciei  Feminae,  of  which  we have  only a  portion  remaining,  gives 

women  recipes  for  making  cosmetics  and  instructions  as  to  their  use.   Finally,  the 

Remedia Amoris rejects the understanding established in elegiac poetry that a man could 

not escape his love, even when it brought him terrible pain. “Odi et amo.  Quare id faciam 

fortasse requiris.  Nescio, sed fieri sentio, et excrucior.” “I hate and I love. Perhaps you ask 

why I do this. I do not know, but I feel it, and it tortures me,”  (Cat. 85).5  In the Remedia, 

5 Catullus was not an elegiac writer but was often grouped with the elegiac poets because of his love-
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Ovid states that it is not only possible but obligatory for a man to cure himself of love if 

the love brings him suffering: “nec servum vitii pectus habere sui,” “and to not have a 

heart a slave to its own fault,” (Rem. 54).

The  Heroides,  written  as  letters  from  heroines  of  myth  to  their  lovers  and 

husbands, was a breakthrough work which was the first to so thoroughly combine the 

contents of myth with the meter and style of elegy.  Ovid drew inspiration from sources 

ranging  from  Greek  epic-tragic  tradition  to  Callimachus,  Catullus,  and  Virgil.   The 

presentation of the heroines is clearly influenced by elegiac themes and motifs, such as in 

the letter from Phaedra to Hippolytus.  In the tragic play, Phaedra struggles against her 

unwelcome love for her stepson, driving herself to sickness with the worry and strain. 

The  Ovidian  Phaedra,  however,  is  a  confident,  lustful  temptress  who  is  prepared  to 

seduce Hippolytus without regard to conventions, rejecting the limitations of the society's 

sexual moralities as they stand.6  Ovid does not rework the motivations of any woman in 

the  Metamorphoses to  such  an  extent,  but  his  treatment  of  the  gods  has  a  similarly 

altering effect.  The concerns of the gods in epics such as the Iliad or the Aeneid are ones 

of destiny, often world-changing. For example, the gods ensure that the city of Troy will 

fall, and Jupiter knows it is the destiny of Aeneas to found Rome. The gods' goals in the 

Metamorphoses are more trivial; Jupiter decides that he will sleep with that particular 

nymph. 

The fifteen books of the Metamorphoses center on the theme of change, although 

the  subjects  throughout  the  stories  are  mutable,  and  often  emphasize  love  (as  in  the 

themed poetry (Luce, 643).
6 Conte, 347.
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passions of Jupiter for Io, Hercules for Deianira, Byblis for Caunus, and many more) or 

pride  (such as the stories of Arachne and Niobe and the argument between Ajax and 

Ulysses).   Changes  are  expressed  through  both  the  literal  shift  of  one  creature  into 

another (people turned into trees, streams, or birds, or the Myrmidons who were ants 

which became people) and the more subtle evolution of one stage to another.  Examples 

of the latter are the decline of a thriving city to an empty one through the force of a 

plague and the gradual change of the world from its god-dominated creation to man's 

triumph over nature in Ovid's modern day.  The first four lines themselves convey this:

In nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas 
corpora; di, coeptis (nam vos mutastis et illas)
adspirate meis primaque ab origine mundi
ad mea perpetuum deducite tempora carmen!

My mind seeks to set changed forms into new
bodies. Gods, for you have changed even those things,
breathe on my beginnings, and launch the first song,
uninterrupted, from the world's beginnings to my time!

Both the use of hexameter and Ovid's very words, “perpetuum  … carmen,” indicate an 

epic poem where the narrative would continue unceasingly throughout.  The model of the 

work, however, is that of a “collective poem,” where a series of independent or semi-

independent stories are connected by the bridge of a single theme.7  This style of poetry 

was  common  in  Hellenistic  literature,  finding  its  origins  in  Hesiod's  Theogony and 

Catalogue, and was the basis for Callimachus's Aitia.  There had been a hexameter poem 

by Nicander of Colophon which also centered on stories of metamorphosis.  This was 

7 Conte, 350.

5



likely written in the second century B.C., but it is now lost. 

The Fasti came at the end of Ovid's career in Rome; its composition was actually 

halted by his exile.  He intended it to be a twelve-month calendar which drew upon a 

wealth of diverse lore to investigate the origins of Roman holidays, names, beliefs, and 

more.   This  work,  if  completed,  would  have  simultaneously  made  him  the  Roman 

Callimachus,  through  the  re-envisioning  of  the  Greek  poet's  Aitia, and  satisfied  the 

Augustan age's ideological emphasis on the reconstruction of the past.8  

Upon his exile in 8 A.D., Ovid began work on his Tristia, a series of five books 

written from his new city on the barbaric borders of the empire, as well as the Epistulae 

ex Ponto, which was less a formal composition than a conglomeration of poems.  It is 

from the Tristia that we learn about his life, both before his exile and after.  He fills the 

verses  with  despairing  notes  about  his  living  conditions,  his  journey over,  pleas  for 

respite,  and  defenses  of  his  character,  which  the  first-person narration  of  his  elegiac 

poems led people to believe was immoral (Tristia 2.353-7).

In Book 4 of the Tristia, Ovid tells us of his early years and his life outside his 

poetry.  He explains that he came from the town of Sulmona, ninety miles from Rome. 

He was born on the day when two consuls “cecidit fato ... pari..” “fell to an equal fate” 

(Fasti 4.10.6), which scholars agree was March 20, 43 B.C.9  Ovid tells us that his family 

was  comfortably  wealthy  and  that  they  had  attained  the  rank  of  equestrian  some 

generations back.  Ovid had a brother exactly one year older than he.  Ovid's brother took 

well to their father's desire for his sons to go into law, excelling in oratory skills and 

8 Conte, 356.
9 Luce, 784.
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displaying an eagerness for the career.  Although Ovid also went to tutor in the liberal arts 

from a young age, he always preferred poetry to prose.  For the sake of his father, he tried 

to abandon it completely but found himself drawn inexorably back to poetry and song. 

He made an effort, though, to get the education which his father wanted to lead to a life 

for Ovid in the courts.  He attended school for rhetoric, took a tour of Athens and the 

wider Mediterranean area, and finally returned to Rome in what was likely his late teens. 

Ovid's career in Rome extended for some 24 years, from his first publication of 

the Amores, probably in 16 B.C., to his banishment in 8 A.D.  Ovid had a great deal of 

appreciation for historical poets and regarded those still living as gods (4.10.41-2).  He 

would listen to Macer, Propertius, and Horace, counting Ponticus and Bassus as close 

friends (4.10.47-8).  He saw but did not interact with Virgil and mourned his inability to 

have a friendship with Tibullus.  At the time of his exile, Ovid had become the greatest 

living poet in the Roman Empire.10 Although his was not a true exile, because he was 

stripped of neither his possessions nor his status as a citizen, he was banished to the 

primitive town of Tomis on the very border of the Empire.  Here, the inhabitants could 

neither read nor speak Latin, and he was frequently endangered by barbarian invasions. 

His works were also banned from the libraries of Rome.  While this did not apparently 

inhibit  their  circulation,  it  may have  contributed  to  the  loss  of  Ovid's  only play,  the 

Medea.  Ovid names the causes of this exile as being “duo crimina, carmen et error” “a 

song and a mistake” (Tristia 2.207); i.e., the imprudent publication of one of his poems 

and something, never elaborated on out of deference to Augustus, to which he was a 

witness. (Tristia 2.103-4)

10 Haight, 134.
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Although  the  offending  song  was  never  mentioned  by  name,  his  particular 

phrasing makes its identity clear. When he says “qua turpi carmine factus arguor obsceni  

doctor adulterii” ”By which shameful song, I am accused of becoming a teacher of base 

adultery,” he is probably referring to his Ars Amatoria, books which teach young men and 

women to bed each other in secrecy from the women's husbands. In the Ars, Ovid teaches 

the young men to befriend the women's husbands: “Sint etiam tua vota, viro placuisse  

puellae: Utilior vobis factus amicus erit” “Also, make it your aim to get her husband to 

like you; If you can make him your friend, he will be useful, you will find.” (Ars. 1.579-

80)  Book 3 teaches women how to deceive a husband and fool a guard. (Ars. 3.611-56) 

In the beginning of Book 3, Ovid blatantly advises women to give in to a man's advances, 

saying: 

Gaudia nec cupidis vestra negate viris.
Ut iam decipiant, quid perditis? omnia constant;
Mille licet sumant, deperit inde nihil. 
…
Et tamen ulla viro mulier 'non expedit' inquit?
Quid, nisi quam sumes, dic mihi, perdis aquam?

 
Do not deny sensual pleasures to eager men.
Even if they now deceive you, what do you lose? All things are constant;
They may take on a thousand, nothing is lost thereupon. 

…
And yet does any woman tells a man “It is not prudent”?
What, tell me, is she wasting but the water she will take up?

(Ars. 3.88-90, 95-6)

Although it had been eight years since the publication of the  Ars Amatoria  when Ovid 

was sent to Tomis, Julia the Elder, Augustus's daughter, was exiled within a few years of 

its circulation.  She was exiled for adultery, a crime deeply wounding to an Emperor so 
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focused on family values and propriety. (Seutonius Aug. 65)  Because Ovid's own exile 

coincided  closely  with  that  of  Julia  the  Younger,  Augustus's  granddaughter,  also  for 

adultery, one can see why a poem celebrating an urbane sexual morality would be blamed 

in part for Ovid's fall from favor. 

Ovid  lived  for  almost  ten  years  in  Tomis,  producing  not  only the  Tristia and 

Epistulae ex Ponto but also the  Ibis, a poem of elegiac couplets written in his defense 

against an unnamed detractor. It is modeled on the lost Callimachian poem of the same 

name,  which  was  apparently  aimed  at  Apollonius  of  Rhodes.11  Unsuccessful  in  his 

continued efforts to be allowed to either return to Rome or move to a city more hospitable 

to him, Ovid died in 17 A.D. at the age of sixty.12

~~~

Two important schools of thought attempt to explain the unusual nature of Ovid's 

epic  when compared with Virgil.   The first  looks  at  the social  and political  climates 

familiar  to  each  poet.   When  Ovid  wrote  the  Metamorphoses,  he  did  so  under  the 

established rule  of the Emperor  Augustus,  who consolidated his  power and ruled the 

Empire alone from 27 B.C. until his death in 16 A.D.  The whole of Ovid's career was 

contained by Augustus' rule.  Contrast this with Virgil, who was born in 70 B.C., to small 

landholders near Mantua. It was during Virgil's lifetime that the people of his homeland 

became Roman citizens.13  More importantly, Virgil was twenty-one when Caesar crossed 

11 Conte, 358.
12 Conte, 340.
13 Camps, 1.
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the Rubicon and forty when the civil wars finally ended with Mark Antony's defeat.14  His 

gratitude for the new era of peace and stability brought by Augustus is abundant in the 

enthusiastic  Augustan  rhetoric  seen  in  the  Aeneid and  in  the  historical  and  genetic 

connections  emphasized  between  Augustus  and  Aeneas.   Augustus'  stress  on  family 

values and propriety shows through in several places, such as Aeneas' escape from Troy 

with his father carried on his back and his son close by his side (Aeneid 2.707-25). 

Conte,  in  speaking  about  the  positive  reception  of  Ovid's  Fasti,  lists  “the 

rediscovery of  ancient  origins”  as  “a  fundamental  tendency of  Augustan  Ideology.”15 

Virgil  certainly  accomplished  this  through  the  Aeneid.  For  example,  he  recorded  the 

beginning of Rome's negative relations with Carthage in Dido's declaration of enmity, 

linked the equestrian parades performed by the young boys of Rome to Aeneas'  son, 

Iulus,  who  was  honoring  the  military  discipline  of  his  homeland,  and,  by  renaming 

Aeneas'  son,  Ascanius,  as  Iulus,  gave  mythic  origins  to  the  gens Iulia,  of  which  his 

adopted father, Julius Caesar, was a member.16

Ovid did not have the exposure to the turmoil of the end of the Republic that 

Virgil did.  The civil wars were raging while Ovid was still just a boy, apprenticed to 

distinguished men of the community, or traveling to Greece to complete his schooling. 

By the time Ovid came to Rome and published the first edition of his Amores, Augustus 

was  sole  Emperor  and  Virgil  had  just  died  with  his  work  unfinished.  Ovid's  epic, 

contrasted with Virgil's, is the product of an easy mind, a life unmolested by the harsh 

realities of civil war and political uncertainty.  His work spans an even greater length of 

14 Camps, 1.
15 Conte, 356.
16 Conte, 279.
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time than the Aeneid, drawing a line from the dawn of creation to the deification of Julius 

Caesar, but it does so without the social and political affirmation given by Virgil.  

The second school of thought marks the Metamorphoses as Ovid's brazen, tongue-

in-cheek response to the heavy expectations which came from following in the Aeneid's 

wake.  In the Amores, Ovid refers to Envy insulting him, and, “ingeniique vocas carmen 

inertis opus,” “calling [his] song the work of a weak character.”  This and other literary 

struggles between Ovid and the lofty expectations of him show the pressure on poets of 

the age to continue the kind of work which erected a grand and worthwhile history for the 

Roman people.  In his study of the poets who wrote in Virgil's shadow, Hardie said:  “The 

successors to Virgil, at once respectful and rebellious, constructed a space for themselves 

through a 'creative imitation' that exploited the energies and tensions called up but not 

finally expended or resolved in the  Aeneid.”17  Ovid's  “creative imitation” uses select 

tropes from a Virgilian-style epic to highlight the changes he makes to the traditional 

formula. 

~~~

Brooks  Otis  draws  several  distinctions  about  elegy  based  on  its  history  and 

development.  He states that elegy stemmed from two mirrored developments in poetry: 

in Alexandria, about 280-260 B.C., as headed by Philetas, Callimachus, Theocritus, and 

more; and in Rome, from about 60-50 B.C., headed by Cinna, Calvus, and Catullus. In 

each of these instances, the poets rejected the tired repetition of their predecessors and 

17 Hardie, 1993, xi.
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contemporaries of the classical Greek themes and styles of poetry.  They, instead, focused 

on the creation of small, personal poems of excellent composition.  Callimachus, the poet 

referred to most frequently on matters of elegy's history, rejected the traditional length of 

epic.  He instead said that “the true poet should aim at polish, elegance, and learning; he 

should be brief and allusive, not tediously copious.”18  Catullus refers to his poems in the 

diminutive, calling them “nugas,” “trifles,” and calling his published works on a whole a 

“libellum,” or “little book”.

What is especially important to note is Otis' assertion that Callimachus was not 

interested in “heroic action, a serious narrative … but an arresting, amusing, or piquant 

moment: how Erysichthon's parents felt about his terrible hunger, how Theseus reacted to 

Hecale's death, how Athene comforted Chariclo for the blinding of Tiresias.”19  Otis later 

gives a more detailed example, comparing versions of the story of the theft of Hercules' 

cattle told in Virgil's Aeneid and by Propertius, one of Ovid's contemporaries and fellow 

elegiac poets.  In the version told by Virgil, Cacus, who has stolen Hercules's cattle, flees 

into his cave, and blocks up the entrance with a large stone. Then follows a great, violent 

description of Hercules's reaction:

Ecce Furens animis aderat Tirynthius omnemque
accessum lustrans huc ora ferebat et illuc,
dentibus infrendens.
Lo the Tirynthian raging in his soul arrived, and brought
his face here and there, inspecting every entrance,
gnashing his teeth.

(Vir. Aen. 8.228-30)

18 Luce, 464.
19 Otis, 6.
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Propertius'  rendition reduces Virgil's  83 lines to 20. The action of the battle becomes 

passive: furis et implacidas diruit ira fores,  “and wrath pulled down the thief's unquiet 

doors.”  (Propertius, 4.9.14) Rather than Hercules himself seizing the entire hilltop and 

sending it tumbling down into the valley, as he does in Virgil's poem, it is his anger, ira, 

that opens up the cave.  After marginalizing the martial aspects of the story in those 20 

lines, Propertius goes on to explain why women were ritually excluded from the altar of 

Hercules, lingering over choice moments such as the thirst of Hercules and the forbidding 

tone of the priestess denying him water.  His focus is not on Hercules as a mighty hero 

and divine deliverer of justice, but as a “dirty, dusty god-man and his rejection by the 

prim priestess.”  Propertius does not, however, change the emphasis of the poem to no 

import:  through  his  elegiac  lens  and  the  descriptive  vocabulary  used,  he  brings  a 

profound new understanding to the origin of the ritual inhibition.20

In addition to defining elegy by the focus on unique aspects of individual scenes, 

Otis also  presents the findings of Richard Heinze, a scholar who clearly delineated the 

differences  of  style  and  genre  between  epic  and  elegy.   At  its  most  superficial,  the 

emphasis in elegiac narrative is on emotion, be it love, pathos, or pity, whereas in epic it 

is of solemnity and awe.  This basic difference spawns many other divisions. In epic, the 

stress is  on the seriousness of  the gods,  on war and tragedy,  on long and infrequent 

speeches, with the opposites being the case in elegy.  An elegiac narrator will also often 

make  familiar  asides  to  his  readers  and  characters,  keeping  his  reader  aware  of  his 

omniscient role as author of the tale. The most prevalent stylistic difference is that “epic 

20 Otis, 30.
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narrative  is  continuous  and  symmetrical  (each  part  of  the  action  is  proportionately 

emphasized)  whereas elegiac narrative displays  a  marked asymmetry,  a  rapid passing 

over of a great deal of the action and a corresponding concentration on one or two aspects 

of it.”21  This point is well documented in the Metamorphoses, both in individual stories 

such, as that of Jupiter  and Io, and in the narrative as a whole, with great swaths of 

history skipped over in favor of the published stories.

 The  unique  background  and  motivations  Ovid  brought  to  the  Metamorphoses 

served to create a poem which rivaled the established epic of Virgil even as it transcended 

the understood boundaries of the style of poetry and blurred the lines between genres, 

above all the ones between epic and elegy. 

In this thesis, all Greek is translated by Robert Fagles and all Latin is translated 

by me.

21 Otis, 24.
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Chapter One: The Exploration of the Elegized Epic

Homogeny

NOUN: Inflected forms: pl. ho·mog·e·nies
Similarity of structure between organs or parts, possibly of 
dissimilar function, that are related by common descent. 

 

Ovid's  story of  Daedalus  and  Icarus  appears  in  both  his  epic  Metamorphoses 

(8.183-235) and his elegiac  Ars Amatoria (2.21-96).  Despite the differences in genre, 

both versions contain great similarities of style and content.  There are also places in 

which the two texts diverge, but even the few differences do not prevent them from being 

a confirmation of Ovid's  “elegiac epic.”  Nowhere else in his  works do we find two 

complete renditions of one myth.  By making a close reading of both texts, we can see 

how Ovid's writing style stays constant, even when he writes in different genres. 

After Daedalus builds the Minotaur's labyrinth, Minos prevents him and his son, 

Icarus, from leaving the island kingdom, because he does not want the labyrinth's secrets 

revealed to anyone.  Daedalus holds a conversation with himself in which he decides that 

because both the land and the sea are closed to him, he will have to escape through the 

air.  (Met. 185-7  and  Ars 33-42)   The  language  is  almost  identical  between  the  two 
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versions. Both contain, for example, a line using two instances of the verb “possidere” 

(“to possess”): “omnia possideat, non possidet aera Minos,” “Minos may be master of all 

things, but he is not the master of the air” (Met. 187) and “possidet et terras et possidet  

aequora Minos” “Minos is  both master  of the land and master  of the sea.”  (Ars 35) 

Shortly after this, both poems have a version of the phrase “make nature anew.”  Each 

shares the verb “novare” (“to make anew”) (Met. 189 and  Ars 42).  After his speech, 

Daedalus arranges his feathers in order from smallest to largest and binds them with wax 

and thread while his son, Icarus, plays at his feet (Met. 189-200 and  Ars 45-50).  The 

inventor fits the wings on them both and teaches his son the dangers of flying and how to 

stay safe (Met. 203-8 and Ars 51-64).  In both versions, Daedalus gives directions via the 

constellations and includes Bootes and a mention of Orion's sword; Icarus is to be guided 

by “Orionis  ensem,”  “the sword of  Orion”  (Met. 207)  and “ensiger  Orion,”  “sword-

bearing Orion” (Ars 56).  Additionally, Daedalus famously cautions Icarus that the water 

will  weigh  down his  wings  and the  sun will  melt  the  wax,  and  thus  he should  “fly 

between the two.”  Ovid copies this phrase word-for-word between the two poems, using 

the Latin: “inter utrumque vola,” (Met. 206 and Ars 63).  Daedalus cries as he kisses his 

son (Met. 210-11 and Ars 69-70) and teaches him to fly.  Here, each tale contains a short 

simile comparing this to a mother bird teaching flight to a fledgling chick (Met. 213-14 

and Ars 66).  As they fly, they are seen by one or more peasants below (Met. 217-220 and 

Ars 76-77).  Ovid marks the length of their flight by the lands crossed (Met. 220-2 and 

Ars 79-82).  The boy, Icarus, eventually quits his father's tail and flies too close to the 

sun, whereupon the wax melts and, crying out for his father, he falls into the sea (Met. 
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223-30  and  Ars 83-92).   Although  the  Metamorphoses says  that  Icarus  was  simply 

enjoying his flight and the Ars Amatoria blame the rashness of his young age, both poems 

use the phrase “altius egit iter,” “he drove his path higher” (Met. 225 and Ars 84) to mark 

his ascent.  The finale of the story is Daedalus calling for his son and finding the fallen 

feathers in the waves (Met. 231-5 and Ars 93-96).   Look at the similarities of form in the 

following lines:

At pater infelix, nec iam pater, “Icare,” dixit,
“Icare,” dixit “ubi es? Qua te regione requiram?”
“Icare” dicebat …

(Met. 231-3)

At pater infelix, nec iam pater, “Icare!” clamat,
“Icare” clamat “ubi es, quoque sub axe volas?”
“Icare” clamabat …  

(Ars 93-5)

The only differences lie in the use of “dixit” (“say” or “call”) over “clamat” (“cry” or 

“shout”) and “where should I seek you?” over “under what heaven do you fly?”  The 

closeness of these two works is profound.  While the similarities do highlight the few 

differences of the poems, the underlying proof of Ovid's elegized epic remains.

Even in light of the mirrored texts, the context of the stories vary, each tying in 

with the story's purpose in the larger work.  In the  Metamorphoses, the story is told as 

one more example of change.  There is no secondary narrator to lend subtext, as there are 

in the tales told by other characters within the epic, such as the daughters of Minyas 
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(Met. 4.31-415) who told tales during the festival of Bacchus, or the songs the Muses 

sang to Minerva  (Met. 5.250-678).  Daedalus's story follows Ariadne's abandonment by 

Theseus and the scene where Bacchus changed her into a heavenly constellation. The 

story afterwards is of Daedalus' nephew, Talus, who was turned into a partridge.  In the 

Ars Amatoria, Ovid tells the story in order to explain how mortals cannot control Cupid 

any more than Minos could control Daedalus.  Where the first book of the Ars Amatoria 

is intended as a guide to help a young man find a pretty woman and obtain her affections, 

the second book, which contains the story of Daedalus and his son, centers upon how to 

keep her love once it was given.  The book starts with a celebration of the assumption 

that the reader has found a girl and she has given herself to him, but quickly follows this 

with the cautionary note that keeping love is the far more difficult task.  He calls Love 

(Cupid)  “pervagus orbe,” “flighty” (Ars 18) and hard  to pin down on account of his 

wings.  This segues into the story of Daedalus, escaped Minos by flight, just as Love tries 

to escape those who would hold on to it. 

Non potuit Minos hominis conpescere pinnas;
Ipse deum volucrem detinuisse paro. 

Minos could not restrain the wings of a man;
I prepare to detain the winged god himself.

(Ars 96-7)

The emphasis is on Daedalus' ability to escape, and so the elegiac story contains an extra 

speech not included in the  Metamorphoses, where the inventor pleads with Minos for 

release (Ars 2.25-30).  This prayer and its denial highlight how Daedalus accomplished 

his flight against the wishes of his captor.  The inclusion of such an epic myth among the 
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sordid verses of the Ars Amatoria is an ironic spoof of elegy's content.  Given that this 

myth has none of the expected sexual liaisons, its inclusion elevates the work's seductive 

intent to a humorously pretentious extent.  The version in the Metamorphoses is preceded 

by Ariadne's  tearful  abandonment  and,  before that,  the story of Scylla and Minos,  in 

which Scylla kills her father in an attempt to win the favor of Minos, who she loves.  In 

light of these and the poem's other tales with blatantly elegiac content, the scandal-free 

story of Daedalus looks straightforwardly epic.  The subtle elegiac touches in the story, 

however,  make it  more personal and emotional,  enhancing the pathos of the story of 

freedom and loss.

In the introduction, I presented Otis' claim that elegy is marked by snapshots: the 

use  of  snapshots  in  the  Ars  Amatoria is  therefore  not  surprising;  their  use  in  the 

Metamorphoses demonstrates  the  contamination  of  genres.   There  are  two  scenes, 

repeated in both poems, which exemplify this elegiac trope.  The first is the moment 

during the creation of the wings, in which young Icarus plays with the feathers and wax. 

From the Metamorphoses, it is translated as such:  

 puer Icarus una
stabat et, ignarus sua se tractare pericla,
ore renidenti modo, quas vaga moverat aura,
captabat plumas, flavam modo pollice ceram
mollibat lusuque suo mirabile patris
impediebat opus. 

The boy, Icarus, was standing close by 
and, ignorant that he was handling his own danger, 
with a gleeful face was now trying to catch the feathers, 
which a wandering breeze had moved, now molding the 
yellow wax with his thumb and, with his play, was hindering 
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his father's extraordinary work.   
(Met. 8.195-200)

The  same  scene  in  the  Ars  Amatoria is  only  two  lines  long,  but  contains  the  same 

moment:   Tractabat  ceramque  puer  pinnasque  renidens,/  Nescius  haec  umeris  arma 

parata suis; “His smiling boy was playing with the wax and feathers, / Unaware that this 

equipment was being prepared for his own shoulders.” (Ars 49-50)  The greater detail, the 

greater emphasis on this elegiac scene, is in the epic version, which is an unexpected 

development not only because of its genre but also because the story is over twenty lines 

shorter than its elegiac equivalent.  The effect is to draw out the scene of the creation of 

the wings, turning the ordering and binding of the feathers into, itself, a larger elegiac 

“snapshot” scene by the inclusion of Icarus's activities.   Because of traditionally epic 

“creation scenes”, such as the forging of Achilles's armor by Hephaestus, we are prepared 

to think of Daedalus making the wings as one such epic scene.  Yet the feel of what we 

have just read is subtly changed when we continue on to read of Icarus and his domestic, 

childish antics.  By capping the section with the phrase: “...and by his sport would hinder 

his father's wondrous task,” Ovid returns the narrative's wandering lens to Daedalus. By 

so doing, he makes the entire scene of Daedalus's creation and Icarus's antics into one 

quiet moment of father and son.  The scene is elegized because the emphasis is on a 

familial moment, rather than one of creation.

The other especially elegiac moment occurs during the flight itself.  In both texts, 

the realization of their flight is portrayed not by a description of their deeds or reactions, 

but by the reactions of the earth-bound witnesses.  The Ars Amatoria concentrates on a 
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single fisherman, and shows a random angler who happens to look at the sky and nearly 

loses his grip on his line.  The Metamorphoses contains the reactions of a whole host of 

peasants, listing not only a fisherman but also a shepherd and a plowman. The language 

suggests that these men are only some of the many who saw and had the same reaction, 

which was that Daedalus and Icarus must be gods because of their ability of flight.  This 

type of scene,  especially in the  Metamorphoses,  is  effective as an elegiac “snapshot” 

because it direct the reader's sympathies to the onlookers, who are in the same position as 

us of watching the tales of these heroes and wondrous characters.   

Despite the differing contexts of the story of Daedalus and Icarus, their parallel 

use of language and content eliminates a sense of contrast between them. Their persistent 

similarity  displays  the  homogeny  Ovid  creates  between  the  two  genres.   The  tale 

appearing in the elegiac Ars Amatoria is, despite its lack of scandal, elegiac.  Its snapshot 

moments and occasional tongue-in-cheek spoof of family values (Ars 2.30) reflect  its 

intended style.  The tale in the epic Metamorphoses is so close in manner to its elegiac 

cousin  that  the  distinction  between  the  two  is  heavily  blurred.   Through  the  close 

comparison  of  these  two  stories,  we  begin  to  see  that  Ovid  created,  in  the 

Metamorphoses, an elegized epic. 
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Chapter Two: The Elegized Epic, Expanded

In the  Heroides Ovid makes the elegiac model into a filter through which he 
passes   the  narrative  material  of  epic,  tragedy,  and  myth.  But  the  elegiac 
modeling does not consist solely in narrative materials and techniques nor even 
in the unifying theme of love. Instead, it acts as a perspective that selects and 
reduces to its own language every other possible theme. 

(Conte 347-8)

The story of Jupiter  and Io (Met.  583-750)  is  one of the most  comprehensive 

example  of  Ovid’s  unique  perversion  of  the  epic  style  of  poetry  with  elegiac, 

encompassing many different elements of elegy within its lines.  Jupiter beds the naiad Io 

and, to try to avoid his wife Juno’s suspicion, turns Io into a cow.  Juno, nevertheless, sets 

the hundred-eyed Argus as a guard on Io until he is killed by Jove’s messenger, Mercury. 

After Io is forced to wander for a long period, Jupiter finally pities her and sets her in the 

stars  as a constellation.   The story is  a mock epic,  using the narrative technique “in  

medias res” and Io's forced journey to spoof the epic Odyssey.  Ovid also uses Io's father's 

concern with genealogy and the unflattering interactions of gods and mortals to further 

his perversion of the epic style.

When we examine  the  three  key epic  poems,  the  Iliad,  the  Odyssey,  and  the 
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Aeneid,  we  notice  that  all  three  begin  their  narration  at  some  point  other  than  the 

chronological start, a trick called “in medias res,” or “in the middle of things.”  The Iliad 

does not start with the flight of Paris and Helen, the beginning of  the siege itself, or even 

the judgment of the Golden Apple, which led to Paris' pursuit of Helen.  It starts, instead, 

in the ninth year of the war. In the  Odyssey, not only does the narration begin in the 

middle of the story, but it soon returns to a more logical beginning point and catches the 

reader up to where the story started before continuing on from there.  The first four full 

books of the Odyssey focus on Telemachus, the son of Odysseus, in his twentieth year, as 

he sets out to discover what happened to his father.  When the narration does switch to 

Odysseus,  he  is  in  the  final  few  adventures  of  his  ten-year  journey home  from the 

defeated  Troy.   His  earlier  travels  are  told,  eventually,  through  the  medium  of  his 

storytelling.  Once he has caught the readers and his audience up to the beginning of the 

tale, the story continues on afterwards to the reunion of Odysseus and Telemachus, their 

ousting of Penelope’s suitors, and the aftermath of the battle.  This pattern is also used by 

Virgil in the Aeneid.  The story starts with the storm Juno brings to drive Aeneas and his 

ships to Dido’s beach, and the events leading from the fall of Troy until their arrival on 

the beach are related to Dido’s court and to us afterward.  

Ovid appropriates this pattern for his episode centering on Jupiter and Io.  The 

previous story, ending with the mourning of a river god whose daughter has just been 

turned into a tree, uses the image of the sad patriarch as a bridge to our story, which 

begins with Io’s father, Inachus, who is grieving the loss of his daughter and does not 

know where she is.  The narration then jumps back to the events that caused the girl’s 
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disappearance and relates the tale of Jupiter’s interest, Io's metamorphosis, and her forced 

wanderings.  From there, the events progress, in chronological order, through Inachus’ 

reunion with Io and his discovery of what happened.  Additionally, just as the  Odyssey 

begins with Telemachus, who is awaiting the wandering Odysseus's return, the story of 

Jupiter and Io begins with Inachus, who is anxious for Io's return.  Through this reflection 

of  Homer's  second work,  Ovid established an epic  frame which he was then able  to 

reform. 

The story of  Jupiter  and Io continues  to  parallel  the  Odyssey with  Io's  forced 

travels.  Io wanders through the lands, much as Odysseus does, and is not allowed to rest 

in a single place for long.  Here, however, is where the similarity with the Odyssey ends, 

for very little attention is actually paid to Io's journey.  Ovid does not write of the lands 

she crossed or adventures she had, which are typical of what might have been detailed in 

a more traditional version.  The passage about her wanderings instead showed the readers 

how  her life had changed.  Ovid tells us that she slept on the hard ground rather than on a 

couch, and that she had no arms to stretch in supplication.  Io's journey itself is kept to a 

mere  mention  of  fields  and  plains,  versus  the  nineteen  lines  (Met. 1.502-3,  525-42) 

devoted to Daphne’s flight from Apollo in the story preceding Io's.

Io's journey is not the only travel slighted in the section.  Juno’s travel from the 

heavens to earth, when she suspects Jove of adultery, is ignored, though it could have 

been as well-embellished as her trip in the  Iliad, when she is preparing to seduce her 

husband away from the battlefield:

ρη δ  ξασα λ πεν ον Ο λ μποιο,Ἥ ᾽ ἀΐ ί ῥί ὐ ύ
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Πιερ ην δ  πιβ σα κα  μαθ ην ρατειν νί ᾽ ἐ ᾶ ὶ Ἠ ί ἐ ὴ
σε ατ  φ  πποπ λων Θρ κ ν ρεα νιφ ενταύ ᾽ ἐ ᾽ ἱ ό ῃ ῶ ὄ ό
κροτ τας κορυφ ς: ο δ  χθ να μ ρπτε ποδο ιν:ἀ ά ά ὐ ὲ ό ά ῖ
ξ θ ω δ  π  π ντον β σετο κυμα νοντα,ἐ Ἀ ό ᾽ ἐ ὶ ό ἐ ή ί

Λ μνον δ  ε σαφ κανε π λιν θε οιο Θ αντος. ῆ ᾽ ἰ ί ό ί ό

...But Hera sped in a flash from Mount Olympus' peak and crossing 
Pieria's  coast  and  lovely  Emathia  rushed  on,  over  the  Thracian  riders' 
snowy ridges, sweeping the highest summits, feet never touching the earth 
and touched down on Lemnos, imperial Thoas's city.  

(Homer Iliad 14.225-30)

Indeed, such a passage in this section of the  Metamorphoses would have increased the 

suspense of the epic by drawing out the delay before the two gods' inevitable clash.  The 

travel is glossed over, however, and the conflict between her and Jupiter is thrust upon the 

audience without preamble.  The inattention given to travel is one way in which Io's story 

breaks  from its  epic  frame,  and  the  minimized  scenes  are  overshadowed  by heavily 

elegized episodes which change the text's tone from its Homeric potential.

According to Richard Heinze, as paraphrased by Brooks Otis, “...elegiac narrative 

displays a marked asymmetry, a rapid passing over of a great deal of the action and a 

corresponding concentration on one or two aspects of it.”22  Ovid adheres closely to this 

definition of elegy. The Metamorphoses as a whole embraces the concept; it progresses 

swiftly through time, alighting on select moments of it.  Ovid typically skips across some 

details to linger over others.  In this story,  he concentrates primarily on an irreverent 

portrayal of the gods.

The gods occur only infrequently in elegiac poetry, and they rarely interact with 

other characters.  They are most commonly used by the narrator as examples to sway the 

22 Otis, 24, referencing Heinze 1919.
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poem's target.  Argus occurs three times in the Amores, to various effects. Ovid attempts 

to  convince  the  doorkeeper  of  his  would-be-lover  of  how  unappreciated  the  man's 

diligence is by the example of Argus's death  (Am. 2.2.45-6);  Ovid suggests to another 

lover's husband that because Juno set a guard on Io, Jupiter wanted the girl all the more 

(Am. 2.19.29-30);  and in a poem addressed to another lover's husband, Ovid intimates 

that guards cannot withstand the determination of desire, just as Love eventually bested 

Argos (Am. 3.4.19-20).  The focus of elegiac poetry is on the interaction between people, 

be they lovers, enemies, or friends, and the gods play little part.  In epic, the gods are 

characters in their own right. They converse with each other, indirectly impact the heroes 

of the stories (such as Juno's encouraging of the winds (Aen. 1.29-91) or Neptune's angry 

dogging of Odysseus in revenge for the blinding of his son Polyphemus (Od. 1.68-79)), 

or interact directly, such as when Aphrodite took the field in the Iliad and was stabbed in 

the hand by Diomedes. (Il. 5.335-43)  In the Metamorphoses, the gods walk among the 

mortals and interact as grand characters throughout the narration's long spread.  Their 

portrayal is very different, however, from that of the gods in the  Iliad or  Aeneid. Ovid 

writes with an irreverence which makes the gods fallible and every bit as susceptible to 

acting  like  fools  for  love  as  the  book's  mortals.  The  Metamorphoses'  gods  are  often 

contemptible, humorous, or allegories for the strength of one idea versus another, such as 

the contest between Minerva and Arachne (Met. 6.70-130) or the conversation between 

Apollo  and  Cupid.  (Met. 1.454-65)  The  portrayals  of  Jove  and  Juno  in  this  story, 

however, are exceptionally different from what a reader could have come to expect from 

an epic.  
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Let  us set  the  Metamorphoses aside for a moment and look instead at a few 

memorable scenes in the Iliad. In the first one, Hera has borrowed Aphrodite's irresistible 

girdle so that she may seduce Zeus. Her husband, seeing her, breaks into a long speech, 

(Il. 14.312-28) in which he woos Hera by saying she is more desirable than seven other 

women he has slept with, each of whom he names.  There is humor here as even Homer 

steps away from the majesty of epic. Nevertheless, the  Iliad  returns swiftly to form as, 

Zeus now distracted, Poseidon is free to affect the battle below as he wishes.  Once Zeus 

discovers Hera's trick, he reminds Hera through a grand speech and the threat of violence 

who is more powerful and where she must, by rights, stand in the hierarchy of the gods: 

 μ λα δ  κακ τεχνος μ χανε σ ς δ λος ρηἦ ά ὴ ό ἀ ή ὸ ό Ἥ
κτορα δ ον παυσε μ χης, φ βησε δ  λαο ς.Ἕ ῖ ἔ ά ἐ ό ὲ ύ

ο  μ ν ο δ  ε  α τε κακορραφ ης λεγειν ςὐ ὰ ἶ ᾽ ἰ ὖ ί ἀ ῆ
πρ τη πα ρηαι κα  σε πληγ σιν μ σσω.ώ ἐ ύ ί ῇ ἱ ά

 ο  μ μν  τε τ  κρ μω ψ θεν, κ δ  ποδο ινἦ ὐ έ ῃ ὅ ᾽ ἐ έ ὑ ό ἐ ὲ ῖ
κμονας κα δ ω, περ  χερσ  δ  δεσμ ν ηλαἄ ἧ ύ ὶ ὶ ὲ ὸ ἴ

χρ σεον ρρηκτον; σ  δ  ν α θ ρι κα  νεφ λ σινύ ἄ ὺ ᾽ ἐ ἰ έ ὶ έ ῃ
κρ μω: λ στεον δ  θεο  κατ  μακρ ν λυμπον,ἐ έ ἠ ά ὲ ὶ ὰ ὸ Ὄ

λ σαι δ  ο κ δ ναντο παρασταδ ν: ν δ  λ βοιμιῦ ᾽ ὐ ἐ ύ ό ὃ ὲ ά
πτασκον τεταγ ν π  βηλο  φρ  ν κηταιῥί ὼ ἀ ὸ ῦ ὄ ᾽ ἂ ἵ

...
τ ν ς  α τις μν σω ν  πολλ ξ ς πατ ων,ῶ ᾽ ὖ ή ἵ ᾽ ἀ ή ῃ ἀ ά
φρα δ  ν τοι χρα σμ  φιλ της τε κα  ε ν ,ὄ ἴ ῃ ἤ ί ῃ ό ὶ ὐ ή
ν μ γης λθο σα θε ν πο κα  μ  π τησας. ἣ ἐ ί ἐ ῦ ῶ ἄ ί ᾽ ἀ ά

I  wouldn't  be  surprised,  my  Queen,  if  you  were  the  first  to  reap  the 
pernicious whirlwind you have sown. I'll whip you stroke on stroke. Don't 
you recall the time I strung you in mid-air and slung those two massive 
anvils down from your feet and lashed  both hands with a golden chain 
you could not break? There,  there in the clouds and high clear sky you 
dangled. And the mighty gods on steep Olympus raged away, impotent –
what could they do to set you free? Standing there, helpless. And any god 
I caught I'd seize and send him plunging over the ramparts, headfirst till 
he hit the earth, barely alive. … I will help you remember – you'll give up 
your treacheries, you will see if your warm embraces serve you then.
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(Il. 15.14-33)

In Ovid's epic, however, the omnipotent king of the gods is fearful of his wife's wrath, 

and  not  only  lies  assiduously to  cover  his  unfaithful  tracks,  but  also  makes  himself 

suppliant to her (Met. 1.734) as one lesser would do to one greater. 

Even in his opening speech to Io, Jupiter looks foolish to a knowledgeable or 

repeat reader.  When he addresses Io as one “destined to make some husband happy,” we 

know that this is an outright lie.  While epic gods habitually know what will and must be, 

Jupiter's utterance is more like one of the cavalier lines suavely given by urban playboys, 

similar  to  those  Ovid  himself  gave  in  his  Amores.   It  is  a  meaningless  compliment, 

designed to please a maiden both in her vanity and duty to enter marriage, which is here 

only used by Jove in order to persuade her to sleep with him.  The scene is humorous 

Ovid usurps the epic trope of divine prophecy for the purposes of sordid persuasion. 

At the end of the same speech, Jupiter's powerful divinity is again parodied when 

he bids Io “ne fuge me,” to not flee him as she is doing.  In the few sentences leading up 

to this finale, he spends his time building himself up to her, assuring her that not only is 

he a god, but he is the best one at that.  This sort of preening is usually impressive in an 

epic,  such as,  again,  the speech made by Jove in the  Iliad when he discovers  Hera's 

deception or Juno's furious indignation (Aen. 1.46-7) over letting Aeneas get away with 

the Trojans' slight of her.  Such speeches fill the reader with an impression of the might 

and power of the gods.  Additionally, boasting is often successful either in deterring from 

their intent the ones to whom the speech is directed, or in foreshadowing the doom (at the 

28



god's hands) of the ones who ignore it.  In the instance of Jupiter's boastful speech to Io, 

however, it does not apparently work.  Yes, Jupiter does catch Io and ravish her as was his 

original intent,  but there was never the indication that she was properly awed by his 

efforts to impress.  Io may, in fact, have run because she recognized exactly who Jupiter 

was and was fully aware of the pattern of his lovers' persecutions by his wife.  The reader 

must  draw his  own conclusion,  as  Io's  reactions  and motivations  are  left  completely 

unmentioned until  the description of her first period of wandering in the company of 

Argus and her reunion with her father.  The focus of the text is never really on her except 

as an instrument of Ovid's irreverent portrayal of the gods. 

Io, ostensibly a main character, is largely glossed over in favor of lampooning the 

divine aspect of epic.  For a work dedicated to the many instances of physical change in 

Roman  mythology,  the  Metamorphoses  pays  remarkably  little  attention  to  Io’s first 

transformation, from naiad into cow.  The change is, in fact, wholly ignored but for the 

singular verb “mutaverat” (1.611).  Her metamorphosis is passed over in favor of the 

amusing  confrontation  between  Jupiter  and  Juno.   Ovid's  choice  of  pacing  here  and 

throughout  the  section  deliberately  neglects  opportunities  that  would  normally  be  in 

keeping  with  the  pattern  of  his  own works.   By passing  over  both  his  own type  of 

metamorphosis scene and the travel scenes which could have been fleshed out in a grand 

and epic style, he emphasizes scenes which are filled with elegy's humor and irreverence. 

Even the sexual aspect of Io's story is downplayed.  Unlike most tales involving a 

god falling in love with a mortal, no prior mention of Io's beauty is made.  The only two 

references to it in the entire 165 lines of the story come during the opening of Jupiter's 
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speech:   “o virgo Iove  digna tuoque beatum nescio  quem factura toro,”  “O maiden, 

worthy of the love of Jove, and destined to make some husband happy” (Met. 588-9). 

Ovid later mentions how the whiteness of her hide as a heifer is kept in her attractive pale 

skin  after  her  restoration.   Compare  this  to  the  ample  descriptions  elsewhere  in  the 

Metamorphoses about  a  maiden's  attractiveness  or  how like  she  is  to  Venus  or  how 

desired she is by men far and wide.  In the story immediately before this, it is said of 

Daphne that “many sought her” (1.478) and, though she did not want to marry, “that 

beauty of [hers] … forbade the fulfillment of [her] desire, and [her] form fitted not with 

[her] prayer.”  Apollo, besotted with her, deliberates at length over her various attributes. 

The aesthetics of love and sex are certainly a theme Ovid enjoys, but by ignoring it in this 

story, he lets the focus be on the humorous behavior of the gods.

In addition to the epic journeys and the sexual themes, Ovid largely neglects Io's 

fear-driven journey after the murder of Argus.  Between the divine instigation of her fear 

and her flight's end at the banks of the Nile are the words “et profugam per totum terruit  

orbem,”  “and sent  her fleeing in  terror through all  the world” (1.727).   Before this, 

Jupiter’s pursuit of Io and Juno’s trip to Earth were both passed over in favor of getting to 

the more humorous scenes of Juno hounding Jove and Jove trying to fib his way out of 

trouble.   Io’s  terrified flight  from Juno's  wrath  makes  way for  the  picture  of  Jupiter 

throwing his arms around his spouse’s neck like a woman would plead with a man or a 

defeated man might plead in battle with the one about to kill him. Thetis, pleading with 

Zeus on behalf of her son Achilles, clings to his knees and grasps his chin as part of her 

prayer. (Il. 1.500-1)  Before that, Achilles and Thetis each say that she will go to Zeus 
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and “παρ ζεο κα  λαβ  γο νωνέ ὶ ὲ ύ “ “κα  μιν γουν σομαιί ά “ “grasp his knees” (Il. 1.407, 

427) in supplication.   In line 485 of the Metamorphoses's  first book, Daphne was “inque 

patris  blandis  haerens  cervice  lacertis,” “clinging  with  coaxing  arms  on  her  father's 

neck” when she wants a promise from him.  Dolon reached for Diomedes' chin to cling to 

and beg for his life before he is slain (Il. 10.454-5).  Io herself, as mentioned above, is 

made all the more tragic a figure because she does not have suppliant arms to stretch out 

(Met. 1.635-6).   That  the king of the gods himself acts out this demeaning formula is 

farcical.  Through the selective pacing and the ignoble byplays between Jupiter and Juno, 

this tale of rape, revenge, and murder is trivialized and made into the stuff of comedy. 

There is a moment, in this story, of subtle mockery of the Augustan emphasis on 

family.  During his reforms of practices left degenerate by the civil war, Augustus made 

revisions  to  laws which  strongly encouraged marriages  and children,  (Suet.  Aug.  34) 

showing his dedication to the family unit's  endurance.  When Inachus finally realizes 

what has become of his daughter, he laments by revealing how he had been “preparing 

marriage rites” for her.  Despite the strange and tragic nature of her metamorphosis, his 

conclusion  is  not  even  that  she  cannot  now  be  married  but  that  his  son-in-law  and 

grandchildren  will  also  be,  unfortunately,  cows.   The  humor  comes  from how Ovid 

exaggerated  the  impulse  for  family  continuity  until  it  was  stronger  than  any  real 

consideration for the shape or species it might take. 

Callimachus, the originator of the elegiac movement in poetry, “modernized [old 

gods and heroes] and, in the process, reduced [them] to fugitive characters in quite un-
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classical ensembles.”23  As much as the sexual elements of the  Metamorphoses  are an 

elegiac intrusion recognizable from Ovid's Amores,  they are not the only markers of the 

latter collection's genre.  The nontraditional portrayal of the gods is another, as well as the 

perversion of Augustus's  emphasis  on family.   As with the pacing choices mentioned 

above,  by  cutting  out  travel  descriptions,  sexual  motivations  and  even  Io's  first 

transformation,  the focus of the story is almost entirely on Jupiter  looking silly,  Juno 

looking spiteful, and Io looking like the poor mortal victim of divine shenanigans. 

~~~

There is another story, in the sixth book of the Metamorphoses, in which a mortal 

falls  victim to a goddess'  ill-will.  In the story of Arachne,  however,  the untraditional 

portrayal of the gods is treated in a more roundabout manner. Where Jupiter and Juno 

themselves  were  acting  unbecomingly  in  the  main  narration  of  the  story,  here  the 

mockery is  told in a meta-narrative through the medium of Arachne's tapestry.

The sixth book begins with the contest between Minerva and Arachne.  Arachne, a 

common-born girl with a wonderful talent for all aspects of weaving, has been denying 

the goddess her due deference, even going so far as to say that she is the better weaver. 

After  a  contest  featuring  detailed  descriptions  of  the  tapestries  being  made,  Minerva 

assaults Arachne and turns her into a spider.  The poem explores the themes of epic and 

elegy and, although it begins to give praise to epic, the poem offers a cheeky assertion of 

elegy's superiority. 

23 Otis, 5.
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 The contest between the goddess and the girl starts because the goddess feels that 

she is being maligned by Arachne's refusal to bow to her.  The contest takes the form of 

tapestries,  the  weavers  depicting  scenes  from mythology,  with  nymphs  as  judges  of 

whose was most worthy.  We can read Minerva's tapestry, described first, as a metaphor 

for epic  because of its  content  and organization.   The structure is  very traditional.  A 

central  scene  depicts  Minerva  and  Neptune's  contest  over  the  naming  of  Athens, 

surrounded  by  four  scenes,  one  in  each  corner  of  the  tapestry,  each  meant  to  warn 

Arachne with the fates of mortals who defied the gods. It is an orderly and well-balanced 

structure,  just  as  epic  progresses  with  an  even  pace  and  contains  careful  internal 

organization in its books and speeches.  The central scene with Minerva and Neptune 

shows the gods' traditional manner of interacting, of competing against each other using 

posturing  and  one-upsmanship  rather  than  direct  violence.   The  four  scenes  of 

punishment follow the established pattern of gods in epic pursuing a vendetta against 

those who offend them, such as Juno, who hounded Aeneas in the Aeneid for the insult 

his city gave her, and Poseidon, who pursued Odysseus in the Odyssey because the mortal 

blinded Poseidon's son.  

We can read Arachne's tapestry as a metaphor for elegiac poetry because of its 

disorderliness and irreverence. It contains twenty-one separate scenes of the gods putting 

themselves in compromising positions for the sake of love and sex.  The first of these, in 

which  Jupiter  carries  off  Europa  in  the  form  of  a  bull,  is  detailed  earlier  in  the 

Metamorphoses.  The other twenty scenes are not revisited in the epic's fifteen books, but 

they each follow the same pattern of a god becoming something else in order to sleep 
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with  a  mortal  or  another  god.   Jupiter  seduced Leda  as  a  swan,  Aegina  as  a  flame, 

Alcmena as  her  husband,  and  more.   Neptune  became a dolphin,  Phoebus became a 

peasant, and Bacchus begat a child with “falsa uva,” “a false bunch of grapes.”  Arachne's 

tapestry does not contain a single instance of the gods being shown in their own forms. 

They are animals, atmospheric phenomenons, or mortals.  This denial of their true forms, 

combined with being set in compromising situations, reflects elegy's irreverence as well 

as its emphasis on erotic subjects.  The disorderliness of the tapestry,  which contains 

twenty-one  scenes  and  has  no  mention  of  how  they  are  arranged,  reflects  elegy's 

preference for episodic stories over a comprehensive narrative. Like Ovid's elegiac epic, 

Arachne's work holds numerous scenes connected only by a common theme, which in 

this case is one of erotic liaisons. 

If we look more closely at the language itself of the tapestry descriptions, there is 

a subtler reinforcement of the pattern of epic and elegiac interpretation.  There is a dense 

grouping of adjectives and epithets immediately at the start of Minerva’s work, which 

continues throughout. Most of the adjectives are straightforward in painting the gods as 

great, august figures.  The subtleties of the individual words are less interesting here than 

the sheer number of them. Altes. Augusta. Regalis.  In the first few lines of the tapestry's 

description, Ovid makes it clear that this work is in praise of the gods by lifting them up, 

literally and metaphorically, higher than the mortal who contends with them: 

Cecropia Pallas Scopulum Mavortis in arce
pingit et antiquam de terrae nomine litem.
bis sex caelestes medio Iove sedibus altis
augusta gravitate sedent; sua quemque deorum
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inscribit facies: Iovis est regalis imago.

Pallas depicts the rock of Mars on the Cecropian 
citadel and the old quarrel concerning the name of the land.
Twelve divinities sit on high thrones in sacred dignity,
with Jove in the center; she inscribes on each of the gods
their own appearances; Jove is a regal figure. 

(Met. 6.70-74)

The  effect  is  one  of  an  immediate,  overwhelming  reminder  of  Minerva's  power  and 

position. Ovid does not use adjectives for Pallas herself when she is described there, but 

her lofty position is reinforced by the linguistic support given her fellow deities. 

Arachne's section uses about the same number of adjectives for the gods, but they 

are far more spread out than the close and attention-arresting cluster of Minerva's at the 

beginning  of  her  section.   They  support  Arachne's  derogatory  tapestry  by  being 

dismissive, negative, or connected with her overarching theme of the sexually predatory 

actions of the gods.  The descriptive words used in Arachne's tapestry are luctante, torvo, 

and  mitissima.  “Luctante”  (“struggling”) describes Jupiter in his eagle form.  This is 

dismissive because it highlights the difficulty of the powerful king of the gods is having 

making off with the small, feminine, mortal Asterie.  Torvo (“grim”), similarly, gives a 

negative  and  single-mindedly  merciless  air  to  Neptune,  a  notion  that,  while  not 

necessarily  that  far  off,  is  still  uncharitable  and  inappropriate  for  too-bold  mortals. 

Mitissima (“gentlest”) is the most subtle, because while it is ostensibly a positive light in 

which to view Ceres, it is counterbalanced with the sense that even though she was so 

gentle, she was still a victim of another god's violent lust, putting her on par with the 

equally defenseless mortals in Arachne’s scenes. "Gentle" emphasizes a lack of power 
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and might, which is a far different tone than Minerva sets. 

Overall, Ovid crafts opposing feelings of greatness and contempt with six words 

between  the  two  tapestry  descriptions.  After  the  descriptions  of  the  tapestries,  Ovid 

impudently asserts that the work inspired by elegy was even greater than that of epic: 

“Non illud Pallas, non illud carpere Livor / possit opus,” “Not Pallas, nor Envy himself, 

could find a flaw in that work.”  The story of Arachne is not told in any other surviving 

works  except  Virgil's  Georgics,  in  which  she  is  reduced  to  a  spider,  hanging  in  the 

doorway, stuck down by Minerva's wrath (Virgil  Georg. 4.246). In the Metamorphoses, 

Minerva's motivation for punishing Arachne is doluit successu, because she was grieved 

by  the  girl's  success  (which  we  might  understand  as  elegy  being  the  better  work). 

Because no other author's account of the story survives, we do not know how Ovid may 

have changed the story.  Only Minerva's wrath is mentioned in the Georgics, which may 

have been the result  of  Arachne's  immodest  boasting,  rather  than her  greater  skill  or 

insulting work.  In Ovid's version, at least, the story supports an elegiac impertinence and 

asserts that elegy is the better style. 

In a prelude to the descriptions of the tapestries (Met. 6.53-69), there are six lines 

which feminize the epic trope of the martial simile.  This is not an outright mockery of 

epic, as the later assertion of stylistic superiority is in the contest itself,  but a subtler 

twisting of an epic trope:

illic et Tyrium quae purpura sensit aenum
texitur et tenues parvi discriminis umbrae;
qualis ab imbre solent percussis solibus arcus
inficere ingenti longum curvamine caelum;
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in quo diversi niteant cum mille colores,
transitus ipse tamen spectantia lumina fallit:
usque adeo, quod tangit, idem est; tamen ultima distant.

And there, there are purple threads woven which saw
Tyrian kettles woven in and slight shadows of tiny distinction;
Just like a rainbow, struck by the sun after a storm is wont
to dye the long sky with its huge curve;
although, in which, a thousand different colors shine,
yet the eyes, seeing the transition itself, fail to see: 
what touches is always so alike; yet the farthest edges stand apart. 

(Met. 6.61-67)

The reinterpretation of traditional epic tropes into something containing some aspect of 

elegy is the defining feature of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  Contests of skill are frequent in 

Homer and Virgil, such as the funeral games held in each. This contest is reminiscent of 

those, except for the change of subject matter from war-like pursuits to the women's work 

of weaving. Likewise, where epics use similes containing strong, fierce creatures such as 

lions and boars, the one in this story favors a rainbow, which is far less martial than 

traditional beasts.

~~~

The direct comparison of epic and elegy in the tapestries woven by Minerva and 

Arachne is a reflection of an episode in the first book of the Metamorphoses which lets 

the god Apollo be read as a metaphor for epic and the god Cupid be read for elegy.  Their 

conversation and elements of the surrounding narrative are all a commentary upon the 

unspoken  contest  between  a  traditional,  Virgilian-style  epic  and  the  elegized  epic  of 
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Ovid's creation.  Apollo features both in this and the story preceding it.  In the first, he 

defeats in battle the monstrous Python, who had been threatening the newly repopulated 

earth.  In the second, he is made to fall headlong in love with the nymph Daphne, who 

flees and ultimately changes into a tree in order to escape Apollo's unwanted advances. 

There is an epic framework set around these two sections which Ovid then uses to 

twist one of epic's usual themes, military might.  The epic tone starts in the first scene, 

with the militant encounter between god and monster: 

sed te quoque, maxime Python, 
tum genuit, populisque novis, incognita serpens, 
terror eras … 
hunc deus arquitenens et numquam talibus armis 
ante nisi in dammis capreisque fugacibus usus 
mille gravem telis exhausta paene pharetra 
perdidit effuso per vulnera nigra veneno.

But you too, greatest Python,
[Earth] then bore, and you, an unknown serpent,
was a terror to the new people …
The archer god, with such arms never before 
used except on does and swift she-goats,
destroyed him, heavy with a thousand darts, nearly draining
his quiver, until poison flowed from the black wounds.

(Met. 1.438-44)

While it is a somewhat one-sided battle, as there is no mention of any move made by 

Python specifically against Apollo, the violent death is in keeping with epic and with the 

motif of powerful, wrathful gods cleaning up the messes that have been created. This 

pattern has been established so far in the first book of the Metamorphoses by such means 

as the flood (1.260-92) and the punishment of Lycaon (1.232-9).  In the last few lines, a 

very epic concern with the immortality of deeds and memory is expressed, reminiscent of 

38



Achilles's quest for immortality through his tale being told, a concern which leads to an 

explanation of the Pythian Games.  Lastly, also in the second section, the extended simile 

of Apollo as the hunting hound and Daphne as the fleeing hare goes along with the vast 

number of such similes found in Virgil and Homer (Il. 5.135-43). 

Despite  this  epic  frame,  the  whole  section  quickly  becomes,  if  not  un-epic, 

certainly un-Virgilian.  The elegizing effect starts with the proportions Ovid grants the 

two sections.  The first part, which includes the birth, danger, and death of Python, and 

the aftermath and invention of the celebrations in his name, is fourteen lines long.  The 

second, containing the ill-fated love story of Apollo and Daphne, is one hundred and 

fourteen lines long.  The imbalance in size suggests that Ovid is promoting his (elegiac-

inspired) style of epic over the more traditional Virgil.

The comparison between styles is accomplished through various methods, both 

simple  and  subtle.   For  example,  Apollo,  the  representation  of  traditional  epic,  is 

diminished in power by Cupid's actions and is defeated not through violence but through 

love.   As he is pursuing Daphne,  Apollo says that he has the power to reveal “quod 

eritque fuitque estque,” “what shall  be,  has been,  and what is” (Met. 1.517-8).  This 

foresight is typical of epic, as both Homeric and Virgilian gods habitually know what 

events must and will happen.  The existence of Apollo's ability is not denied, but Love's 

will still proves stronger.  Not does Cupid's arrow best Apollo by causing him to fall 

hopelessly in love, it interferes with the rest of his famed powers, conquering him on 

multiple levels.

Ovid indulges in a bit of self-promotion when Apollo boasts of the surety of his 
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arrows.  This boast of his arrows' “surety” can be both a reference to the prevalence of 

war and war themes in a Homeric or Virgilian epic, and a suggestion that the epic style of 

poetry is known to find critical acclaim, just as Apollo's arrows would find their targets. 

Ovid turn this into a jest against epic when Apollo says that Cupid’s arrow, which had 

struck him, was “nostra … certior,” “surer than [his] own” (Met. 1.519-20).  If the reader 

is  keeping  the  conflict  between  Virgilian  and Ovidian  epic  in  mind,  this  sentence  is 

comical for how unapologetic it is in its claim.

Apollo’s reaction to Daphne at his first sight of her recalls Ovid's Am. 2.4. 

Apollo's part in the Metamorphoses reads: “spectat inornatos collo pendere capillos et  

'quid, si comantur?' ait,” “He looks at her unadorned hair hanging down her neck, and 

says, ‘What if it were arrayed?’” (Met. 1.497-98)  It is similar to Am. 2.4, in which Ovid 

lists the many different types of women he is attracted to, and why.  The poem plays on 

the idea of casual fantasy, and in it he admits to liking fashionable women for their looks, 

but he also enjoys uncultured girls as well by imagining what they could be: “Non est  

culta — subit, quid cultae accedere possit,“ “One is not polished, think what she could 

approach when adorned” (Am. 2.4.37).  The parallel further shows the effect of elegy on 

Apollo by showing that his thoughts now mimic those in an elegiac poem. 

While in Greco-Roman mythology, Apollo is both a warrior god and a lover god, 

in this story his warrior aspect is dominantly emphasized.  His role is established through 

his combat with Python in the first section and his arrogant claim to martial prowess.  His 

descent into a lover's persona is orchestrated by the elegiac Cupid, which enforces that 

Apollo is not naturally elegiac in this story. 
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The beginning argument between Apollo and Cupid (Met. 1.456-465), brings to 

mind  Am. 3.1.  Apollo, who represents battle- and god-centric epic, argues with Cupid 

about their relative worth.  Cupid embodies amorousness and irreverence, for although he 

is  a  god  himself,  Cupid  and  what  he  represents  are  the  primary  cause  in  the 

Metamorphoses of the gods looking and acting foolish.  Their conversation recalls the 

scene in Amores (3.1) where Tragedy and Elegy come to Ovid and debate about who is 

superior.  The two pieces share the same pattern of events.  First, the representatives of 

“serious” poetry, Tragedy and Apollo, assert that their opposite is unworthy (Met. 1.456 

and  Am. 3.1.15-6).  In Tragedy's case, it  is that Elegy is too trivial a thing for Ovid's 

talents as a writer. Apollo thinks that Cupid is not fit to play with the bow, the symbol of 

war and Apollo's chosen weapon.  The elegiac representations, Elegy and Cupid,  respond 

with respectively cocky and angered rebuttals of what they can do, which supposedly-

superior traditionalists cannot.  Elegy, through her subject matter and willingness to set 

aside pride, can bring Ovid more lovers and immediate fame than Tragedy would be able. 

Cupid boldly states: “figat tuus omnia, Phoebe, te meus  arcus,” “Yours may pierce all 

things, Apollo, but my bow will pierce you” (Met. 1.463-4). 

We can further read this scene as a debate about new and old styles of epic.  Take 

Apollo's argument of Cupid as unworthy to wield a bow; the bow, in this case, is the epic 

style  of  writing.   Virgil's  Aeneid was  a  high  standard  to  which  level  all  poets  were 

supposed to aspire, but the assumption was that no one could.  Ovid, as the gossip-laden 

writer of erotic fluff, would certainly not be expected to produce anything worthy from 

the epic style.  Apollo calls epic, the bow, the work for men; for people of maturity and 
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grandeur, not like Ovid's boyish humor and content.  Apollo follows this with a list of the 

martial things he can and has done, representative of the sort of subjects an epic should 

encompass.  He ends with, “tu face nescio quos esto contentus amores inritare tua, nec 

laudes adsere nostras,” “be content to excite what loves with your unknown torch, and 

do not lay hands on my glory” (Met. 1.461-2).  The first part of the sentence is a jab at 

elegiac  works  in  general  and perhaps  the  Ars Amatoria in  particular.   The  last  is  an 

imagined rejection by old epic of any blending of the styles.

New epic, as Cupid, counters with this:

figat tuus omnia, Phoebe,
te meus arcus … quantoque animalia cedunt
cuncta deo, tanto minor est tua gloria nostra.
Yours may pierce all things, Apollo, but my bow 
will pierce you; and by however much all living things yield 
to a god, by so much is your glory less than mine.

(Met. 1.463-5)

In the context established here, this is a brazen and cocksure claim, suggesting that while 

Virgil  did  indeed  create  a  hugely  successful  and  influential  work  (Apollo’s  “dart” 

affecting all other works of any kind of Roman fiction thereafter), Ovid too would make 

his mark and do it in a bold, defiant way. 

This  episode  can  be  read  as  a  commentary on  epic  versus  elegiac,  using  the 

framework of epic to establish expectations of the story before twisting the outcome to 

elegy's benefit.  The power of Love in epic is traditionally left to women, who are often 

left behind or left alone (as in the cases of Dido, abandoned by Aeneas, and Penelope, 

who  waited  on  her  husband  Odysseus  for  twenty  years),  yet  in  this  story  of  the 

Metamorphoses, it defeats the archetype of an epic warrior. 
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Chapter Three: Further Perversions in Epic

Ovid wanted his readers to have a wrenching experience from his violations of 
decorum.  He wanted the  Metamorphoses to  be disturbing,  and regarded the 
violation of his readers' sensibilities as a valuable experience for them. Indeed, 
if there is a didactic purpose to the  Metamorphoses, it is not so much in the 
inculcation of  positive  moral  values  as   in  the  exposure  of  the  audience to 
revealing -though sometimes unpleasant- experiences. Ovid makes his readers 
recognize the power of language to control and manipulate their responses, and 
exposes to them their  susceptibility or willingness –or even craving – to be 
deceived by comforting and pleasant fictions.

(Garth Tissol, The Face of Nature)

The epic which Ovid writes does not only blur the lines between epic and elegy. 

Throughout  the  Metamorphoses,  Ovid  brings  his  own voice  to  the  text,  gaining  the 

reader's notice every time he introduces unexpected elements into the story.  He is the 

“man behind the curtain,” but, unlike the wizard, he draws attention to himself.  Ovid 

makes clever use of wordplay in the story of Tereus and Procne, abandoning the epic 

tradition of long speeches so that the entire section reflects and complements the horrific 

mutilation of Philomela.  In a later story, Ovid remakes the epic “battle scene” into a 

drunken mockery of  itself.   His  machinations  create  an artificiality which  makes  the 

readers conscious both that  the book is  manufactured and that  there  is  a  man,  Ovid, 

behind its creation.  
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After five years of wedded bliss with Tereus, Procne asks her husband to bring her 

sister, Philomela, to their land for a visit.  Tereus does this, but he is so taken with lust for 

Philomela  that,  instead  of  bringing  her  home,  he  rapes  her  and  ensures  her  silence 

through mutilation.  When she finds out, Procne rescues her sister, and they kill and cook 

Procne's son by Tereus and feed her husband the resulting dishes.  During their flight in 

the face of his wrath, Tereus, Procne, and Philomela are all turned into different kinds of 

birds.

Ovid fills the story with clever wordplay, using parallels and opposites to tease 

observant readers with foreshadowing and ironic quips.  In the scene in which Tereus 

secures Philomela's travel with him, there are two instances of the text reflecting Tereus's 

false intentions. Tereus,  lusting after Philomela,  “ad mandata Procnes et agit sua vota 

sub illa,” “towards Procne's command, he also urged his own wishes under hers,” (Met. 

6.468).  Later,  in  the  same  scene,  “ipso  sceleris  molimine  Tereus  creditur  esse  pius 

laudemque a crimine sumit,” “by the weight itself of his crime, Tereus is believed to be 

good, and obtains praise from his guilt,” (6.473-4).  When reading these quotes in the 

context of the story,  the reader  is  already aware of Tereus'  unsavory thoughts.   Ovid 

displays the innocent ignorance of the other characters in the story: from Procne, who 

asked for her sister, to Philomela and her father, who do not yet understand Tereus' dark 

motivations.   Our awareness of the known and unknown intentions is  highlighted by 

Ovid's  wordplay,  and it  prompts  a  dark  humor from the  section's  irony.   Philomela's 

unfortunate fate is forecast by two instances of cunning language.  Ovid plays with the 

phrase of begging “by something,” such as by a past favor or by the supplicant's status, 
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when Philomela pleads “perque suam contraque suam salutem,” “both by her health and 

against  it”  (6.477).   When her  journey is  assured,  Ovid says  that  the “unhappy girl” 

(“infelix”) “is glad” (“gaudet,” 6.483, 485).  As readers, our attention is drawn to the poet 

because he breaks from a chronological narrative to foreshadow future events.  

The confusion of relationships is a theme which begins from the point of Tereus' 

return  to  Athens  and  continues,  in  narrative  observations  and  seemingly  innocent 

comments, through the rest of the story.  After he first meets Philomela, Tereus is crude 

enough to wish himself in her father's place when she embraces Pandion with daughterly 

love.  Compounding the perversion, Pandion later bids Tereus, “patrio ut tuearis amore,” 

to “guard her with a father's love,” (6.499).  Tereus, by his act of rape, joins himself to 

two  women,  and  becomes  both  brother-in-law  and  husband  to  each  (“tu  geminus 

coniunx,” 6.538).  Philomela is set as a rival, an enemy to her own sister (“paelex ego 

facta sororis” and “hostis mihi debita procne,” 6.537, 538).   After Procne learns of her 

husband's crimes, she becomes the destroyer of her own offspring, grossly exaggerating 

her sisterly love at the expense of her other familial duties.  At the gory feast, Tereus is 

said to gorge himself “with flesh of his own flesh.”  His natural care for Itys is perverted 

into a consumption of his son, punishing Tereus for his ravenous appetite, representative 

of his sexual appetites.  Philomela herself, after her rape, summarizes the whole of the 

situation when she accuses Tereus of having “omnia turbasti,”  “confused all  things.” 

Ovid uses the discord of the relationships in the story to create a thread of irony running 

through the text.  The theme's repetitions play into a kind of humorous horror which Ovid 

underscores through wordplay and pacing.
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An important motif in the episode is the story's unusual silences.  When Philomela 

threatens to expose Tereus's crimes, he cuts out her tongue.  From that point on, she is 

fully silent.   Her muteness is  reflected throughout  the story in  examples  of complete 

silence,  unusual brevity,  or a summarized speech containing no actual dialog.   While 

Ovid typically uses far fewer of the long, involved speeches which are the meat of more 

traditional epics, this section, 254 lines long, is nearly barren of the characters' actual 

words.  Take, for instance, this excerpt from the interactions of Tereus, Philomela, and 

her father King Pandion, when Tereus has come for Philomela at his wife's bidding:

ut primum soceri data copia, dextera dextrae
iungitur, et fausto committitur omine sermo.
coeperat, adventus causam, mandata referre
coniugis et celeres missae spondere recursus:
ecce venit Philomela
… 
iamque moras male fert cupidoque revertitur ore
ad mandata Procnes et agit sua vota sub illa.
facundum faciebat amor, quotiensque rogabat
ulterius iusto, Procnen ita velle ferebat.
…  
quod idem Philomela cupit, patriosque lacertis
blanda tenens umeros, ut eat visura sororem,
perque suam contraque suam petit ipsa salutem. 

As soon as he came to his father-in-law, right hand to right hand
was joined, and their talk is begun under a favorable sign.
He had begun to relay the entreaty from his wife, the reason 
for his visit, and to promise a swift return for the one sent with him,
when lo, Philomela comes.  
And now he bears delay poorly and with eager speech returns 
to Procne's request, and urges his own wishes under hers. 
Love was making him eloquent, and however often he was asking
more than was proper, he was suggesting that Procne wished it so.
Philomela wants that very thing, and she holds her father's shoulders
with coaxing arms, so that she might go visit her sister,
and begs both by her own health and against it.
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(Met. 6.447-451, 467-470, 475-7)

There is the fodder for at least three speeches here; Tereus's original greeting and first 

conveying of Procne's request, his impassioned plea once he has seen Philomela, and the 

girl's own fateful prayers to her father.  More could even be inserted, if there was an 

opening  speech  by  Pandion  of  greeting,  talk  of  his  married  daughter,  his  continued 

gratitude towards Tereus, and his contentedness in the company of his youngest.  The 

dearth of speeches involves the entire story in Philomela's mutilation, first foreshadowing 

and then reflecting her wordlessness.  This clever artifice displays Ovid's omnipresence 

in his work, where he uses wit and theatrics to integrate himself with his stories. 

The  forms  of  “quaerere”  are  repeated  suggestively  to  reiterate  the  theme  of 

attempting, but failing, to speak.  Procne's reaction to the discovery of her sister's cruel 

fate is this: “dolor ora repressit, verbaque quaerenti satis indignantia linguae defuerunt,” 

“grief checks her speech, and strong enough words are lacking for her questing tongue,” 

(6.583-5).  Such a reaction connects us with the character, as we, too, would likely have 

no right words for such a situation, but, more subtly, its language also mirrors  what has 

just happened to Philomela.  After Tereus cuts out his sister-in-law's tongue, he throws it 

on the ground, where it  quivers and “dominae vestigia quaerit,”  “seeks its  mistress's 

tracks,” (6.560).  The repetition of “quaerere linguae” underscores the parallel between 

the  sisters; as  Philomela  could  not  speak  for  obvious  physical  reasons,  so  her  sister 

Procne could not speak for rage and reaction to what happened.  

Finally, the horror itself is simply made silly. The violence done to Philomela, first 

by her rape and then by the severing of her tongue, is belied by the faintly ridiculous 
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picture painted of its aftermath: 

radix micat ultima linguae,
ipsa iacet terraeque tremens inmurmurat atrae,
utque salire solet mutilatae cauda colubrae,
palpitat et moriens dominae vestigia quaerit.

The far root of the tongue quivers,
and the trembling thing itself lies on the black ground and murmurs,
just as the tail of a mutilated snake is wont to twitch,
it throbs and, dying, seeks its mistress's tracks.

(Met. 6.557-60)

The solemnity of tragedy cannot maintain its heights when followed by a severed tongue, 

still talking, inching like a worm across the floor before finally falling still.  Similarly, 

after Philomela's rescue, the pathos and raging emotion of the scene builds as Procne 

searches  without  success  for  a  suitable  revenge  to  enact  upon  her  husband.   When 

contemplating her affectionate son, however, she utters the simple, chilling sentence: “a! 

quam es similis patri,” “Ah, how like you are to your father.” (Met. 6.621-2)  Forewarned 

by the suggestion that  his  coming gave her  an idea for her  vengeance,  this  sentence 

evokes mixed reactions of horror and black humor as the reader realizes the poor boy's 

fate.  The climax of the story, during the horror of Tereus eating his own son's flesh, is 

briefly cut by the tragically funny exchange between Tereus and Procne.  Wishing for the 

boy, he says “Ityn huc accersite,” “Fetch Itys here!” (Met. 6.652)  Whereupon Procne 

gleefully responds “intus habes, quem poscis,” “you have inside, he whom you demand,” 

(Met. 6.655).   When he calls for Itys again, Philomela grants his wish, after a fashion, 

when she throws the head of Itys full into Tereus's face. 

In the story of Tereus and Procne, Ovid uses several methods to showcase his 
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cleverness.  The parallel between Philomela's forced muteness and the story's infrequent 

dialog draws the reader's attention to Ovid's wit and presence in the story as a narrator. 

The wordplay, confused family relationships, and lightly treated horror combine to keep 

us from becoming wholly absorbed in the story.  Instead, we stay aware of the author who 

is pulling the strings, transforming a story with a heavy, terrible subject into the stuff of 

dark comedy.

~~~

Ovid perverted his epic not only through the mixing of genres, but also by some 

direct parodies.  A well-known element of the quintessential epic is the battle scene.  The 

Iliad and the Aeneid have innumerable such scenes scattered throughout their books, and 

while the Odyssey focuses more on the travels of its hero, there is still a climactic battle 

scene  near  the  end.   All  of  these  follow  the  pattern  of  close  attention  paid  to  the 

genealogy of the combatants, their interpersonal connections, and the graphic and nearly 

clinical  detail  with  which  their  wounds  are  described.   In  the  twelfth  book  of  the 

Metamorphoses, there is a parody of this in the story of the battle with the centaurs at the 

wedding of Pirithous and Hippodame.  Ovid uses the tropes of an epic battle to transform 

a sweeping clash of epic heroes into a drunken brawl of amorous scoundrels.  During the 

long siege of  Troy,  wise Nexor  begins  to  tell  about  the transformations  of  Caenis,  a 

beautiful  woman who had been transformed into a divinely invulnerable man.  He is 

changed again into a golden-winged bird, the only one of his kind, at the end of the battle 

which begins  when one of the centaurs  attending the wedding seizes  the lovely new 
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bride, Hippodame, for himself. 

The first battle scene of the  Iliad contains many of the standard themes of epic 

warfare.   It  occurs  after  Pandarus,  a  Trojan  archer,  breaks  the  truce  set  in  place  for 

Menelaus's and Paris's battle.  As an example, it incorporates a number of the elements 

repeated myriad times throughout the Iliad and other epics. Here is a selection from the 

first few deaths:

πρ τος δ  ντ λοχος Τρ ων λεν νδρα κορυστ νῶ ᾽ Ἀ ί ώ ἕ ἄ ὴ
σθλ ν ν  προμ χοισι Θαλυσι δην χ πωλον:ἐ ὸ ἐ ὶ ά ά Ἐ έ

τ ν  βαλε πρ τος κ ρυθος φ λον πποδασε ης,ό ῥ᾽ ἔ ῶ ό ά ἱ ί
ν δ  μετ π  π ξε, π ρησε δ  ρ  στ ον ε σωἐ ὲ ώ ῳ ῆ έ ᾽ ἄ ᾽ ὀ έ ἴ

α χμ  χαλκε η: τ ν δ  σκ τος σσε κ λυψεν,ἰ ὴ ί ὸ ὲ ό ὄ ά
ριπε δ  ς τε π ργος ν  κρατερ  σμ ν .ἤ ᾽ ὡ ὅ ύ ἐ ὶ ῇ ὑ ί ῃ

τ ν δ  πεσ ντα ποδ ν λαβε κρε ων λεφ νωρὸ ὲ ό ῶ ἔ ί Ἐ ή
Χαλκωδοντι δης μεγαθ μων ρχ ς β ντων,ά ύ ἀ ὸ Ἀ ά
λκε δ  π  κ βελ ων, λελιημ νος φρα τ χισταἕ ᾽ ὑ ᾽ ἐ έ έ ὄ ά

τε χεα συλ σειε: μ νυνθα δ  ο  γ νεθ  ρμ .ύ ή ί έ ἱ έ ᾽ ὁ ή
νεκρ ν γ ρ ρ οντα δ ν μεγ θυμος γ νωρὸ ὰ ἐ ύ ἰ ὼ ά Ἀ ή
πλευρ , τ  ο  κ ψαντι παρ  σπ δος ξεφα νθη,ά ά ἱ ύ ᾽ ἀ ί ἐ ά
ο τησε ξυστ  χαλκ ρεϊ, λ σε δ  γυ α.ὔ ῷ ή ῦ ὲ ῖ

ς τ ν μ ν λ πε θυμ ς, π  α τ  δ  ργον τ χθηὣ ὸ ὲ ί ό ἐ ᾽ ὐ ῷ ᾽ ἔ ἐ ύ
ργαλ ον Τρ ων κα  χαι ν: ο  δ  λ κοι ςἀ έ ώ ὶ Ἀ ῶ ἳ ὲ ύ ὣ
λλ λοις π ρουσαν, ν ρ δ  νδρ  δνοπ λιζεν. ἀ ή ἐ ό ἀ ὴ ᾽ ἄ ᾽ ἐ ά

Antilochus was the first to kill a Trojan captain, tough on the front lines, 
Thalysias'  son Echepolus.  Antilochus  thrust  first,  speared  the  horsehair 
helmet right at the ridge, and the bronze spearpoint lodged in the man's 
forehead, smashing through his skull and the dark came whirling down 
across his eyes –he toppled down like a tower in the rough assault. As he 
fell the enormous Elephenor grabbed his feet, Chalcodon's son, lord of the 
brave-hearted Abantes, dragged him out from under the spears, rushing 
madly to strip his gear but his rush was short-lived. Just as he dragged that 
corpse the brave Agenor spied his ribs, bared by his shield as he bent low 
–Agenor stabbed him with a bronze spear and loosed his limbs, his life 
spirit  left  him and over  his  dead  body now the  savage work went  on, 
Achaeans  and  Trojans  mauling  each  other  there  like  wolves,  leaping, 
hurtling into each other, man throttling man. 
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(Iliad 4.457-72)

In this short passage, encompassing two deaths, there are six names mentioned and two 

races of peoples. The pattern of thorough name recording is one that extends well beyond 

the bounds of the battle, as the Gathering of Armies (Iliad 2) attests, but the sheer density 

of  the  names  comes  from  the  description  of  each  mortal  moment  in  the  broader, 

panoramic battle view.  With the few exceptions of recurring main characters, such as 

Odysseus, Ajax, and Diomedes, most of the many individuals mentioned are either killed 

straight off or shortly thereafter.  New characters are constantly brought into the story 

and, in addition to their own names, we are typically given the names of one or both 

parents,  their  home  race,  and   sometimes  friends,  grandparents,  and  other  relations. 

Homer gives one reason for the inclusion of family in formal address: “πατρ θεν κό ἐ  

γενε ς νομ ζων νδρα καστον π ντας κυδα νων: μηδ  μεγαλ ζεο θυμῆ ὀ ά ἄ ἕ ά ί ὲ ί ῷ.” “call 

each man by his name and father's line, show them all respect” (Iliad 10.78-9).

The sequential nature of epic battles begets the scenes' unique panoramic effect. 

The Iliad's battles are seething masses of men and violence.  The poet tells the story of 

back-to-back  individual  conflicts,  which  shapes  the  impression  of  the  chaos  and 

endlessness  of  the  violence.  This  is  accomplished  by beginning  with  one  death,  and 

attaching the next death to it by one of typically four means: the death of the previous 

encounter's  victor;  the  death  of  somebody  attempting  to  affect  the  corpse  in  some 

manner;  the  continued  string  of  battles  won  by the  victor;  or  the  randomly-directed 

vengeance of the deceased's friend.  Infrequently,  after a particular train of deaths and 

counter-deaths has run its course, a few lines complete it with a look at the general effect 
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of the rest of the battle, after which a new chain is begun.

Certain conventions govern the descriptions of death in traditional battle scenes. 

The  description  of  the  killing  blow  frequently  starts  with  where  the  wound  begins. 

(“...speared the horsehair helmet right at the ridge, and the bronze spearpoint lodged in 

the man's forehead...”)  If it is a piercing blow, often with a spear, there is regularly also a 

mention of where the point exits the body. Slashing wounds usually at least mention the 

direction taken from the  injury's start.  Homer puts great emphasis on the wounded's 

actions  as  they are  dying.   There are  many repetitions of the phrase “the dark came 

whirling down across his eyes” and, if the dead were standing, his fall is described in 

terms of toppling over into the dust, often like a tree or a tower.  Frequently, a man gasps 

out  his  life  if  the  wound  is  not  immediately  a  killing  one.   Fenik  chronicles  these 

repetitions and more, noting, “But larger action segments also recur. A spearman misses 

is mark and kills the enemy's charioteer instead. A man is struck in the back as he is 

running away. A single warrior on foot slays two in a chariot.”24  After adjusting to the 

sheer detail and mass quantity of the violence, the reader will begin to notice these stock 

phrases and, through repetition, the battles will not seem so shocking.  The pathos of the 

unrelenting  string  of  sympathetic  deaths  is  unaffected,  but  through  the  repetition  of 

phrases, the violence and gore lose their surprising effect.

Ovid's version of “the battle scene” satirizes epic through the appropriation of a 

traditional  battle's  pretentious  language  and  the  exaggeration  of  gory  details.   The 

difference between the Ovid's and Homer's scenes begins with the context of the battles. 

In  place  of  the  grand,  sweeping panoramas  of  heroes,  captains,  and  kings  locked in 

24 Fenik, 3.
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combat for the fate of nations, Ovid's battlefield is a drunken brawl.  Consider these two 

death scenes in the Metamorphoses:

Primus Ophionides Amycus 
… ab aede
lampadibus densum rapuit funale coruscis,
elatumque alte, veluti qui candida tauri
rumpere sacrifica molitur colla securi,
inlisit fronti Lapithae Celadontis et ossa
non cognoscendo confusa relinquit in ore.
Exsiluere oculi, disiectisque ossibus oris
acta retro naris medioque est fixa palato.
Hunc pede convulso mensae Pellaeus acernae
stravit humi Pelates deiecto in pectora mento,
cumque atro mixtos sputantem sanguine dentes
vulnere Tartareas geminato mittit ad umbras. 

First Amycus, son of Ophion, 
snatched a chandelier, heavy with twinkling lamps 
and, it lifted on high, just as one struggles to break
the white neck of a bull with a sacrificial ax,
he struck at the forehead of Lapithan Celadontis, and left
the bones in his unrecognizable face mixed together.
His eyes burst forth, and with the bones of his face crushed
his nose was driven backwards and fixed in his middle pallet.
Pelates of Pella, having torn off the leg of a maple-wood table,
laid this man out on the ground with his chin sent down into his chest,
and while he spits out teeth mixed with dark blood
Pelates sends him with a repeated wound to the shades of Tartarus.

(Met. 12.245-257)

Ovid's frequent use of names erects a traditional framework to this scene, with which he 

parodies  real  epic.   Despite  epic's  frequent  martial  themes,  fights  themselves  do  not 

automatically make a scene epic in style.  Juvenal complains of drunken troublemakers 

beating him up (Juvenal,  Sat. 3),  but he is not adopting epic's tropes.  His writing is 

straightforward, which gives it a contemporary impression, rather than classic.  Ovid, in 

53



the Metamorphoses, names each man (and each man's father) in his battle, and arranges 

their deaths in epic's “chain-reaction” style of fighting.25  

In the Iliad, the deaths do not generally mention where the soul was headed after 

death. “...Dispatched him to the shades of Tartarus” is briefly akin to “stretched out his 

body in the dust” or “the dark came whirling down across his eyes” in that it uses an 

action to replace something so bald as “this one died” or “that one killed him.” The subtle 

difference, however, is in the exact location of the destination of Amycus' soul. While 

comments were occasionally made on the quality of a fighter's character, the men in the 

Iliad were, by general  representation,  good men.  Many were favored by one god or 

another, and few were expressly portrayed as anything but worthy men.  By this casual 

mention of Tartarus in Ovid's work, the fighters are painted as men of poor character. 

This  is  enforced  later  with  unchivalrous  killings,  such  as  when  Phorbas  slays  the 

drunkenly sleeping Aphidas for no other reason than, apparently, because he could.  Their 

inherent immorality gives, perhaps, an explanation for the unsavory creativity with which 

they kill each other. 

Ovid parodies epic battles by the quality of the combatants'  character and the 

shocking quantity of violence.  Far from being limited to spears, swords, and shields to 

inflict  injury,  Ovid's  fighters use basins,  tree trunks,  flaming brands,  chandeliers,  and 

knotty clubs in addition to swords and javelins.   Injuries from these are varied.  The 

centaur Dorylas is slain by first having his right hand pinned to his forehead by a javelin, 

and then he is disemboweled, his entrails getting tangled in his legs and bursting from his 

hooves  (Met. 12.384-92).  Rhoetus thrust a burning brand through the open mouth of 

25 Fenik, 10.

54



Euagrus and down his throat to his breast  (Met. 12.294-5).  The centaur Demoleon is 

struck by an ashen spear, which bursts through his ribs and stays stuck in the bones. He 

attempts to wrench it out himself, but only succeeds in pulling out the shaft, as the head 

of the spear stays fast in his lungs (Met. 12.368-74).  The sheer variety and detail of gory 

acts sparks a visceral reaction from the reader. The effect is much like some modern films 

(such as “Planet  Terror” or the “Friday the 13th” series)  which solicit  laughs with a 

barrage of over-the-top violence.   

The framework of the scene is established as that of an epic battle, with its name-

dropping  and  sequential  action,  but  this  framework  is  then  belied  by  the  shocking 

graphicness and the underlying understanding that these combatants, unlike most epic 

characters,  are  not  necessarily laudable.   Ovid  makes  a  mockery of  the lofty,  heroic 

genealogies  in  traditional  epic  by  the  inclusion  of  unsavory  brawlers  engaging  in 

exaggerated brutality.  Ovid transcends the perversion of epic with elegiac elements and 

creates a clever work which derives its humor from undercutting the readers expectations 

to create incongruous, self-referential scenes.

55



56



Conclusion

Ovid's  Metamorphoses begins with Chaos … on which the “god and a better 
nature” impose order and peace … The rest of the poem is an account of the 
transformations that continually dissolve the god's perfect handiwork; a poem on 
change has a vested interest in the repetition of chaos, in things that do not keep 
their shape. Or rather, things and persons pass through a moment of “chaos” from 
which they emerge in a new permanency that represents the order of the poet 
rather than the order of the original demiurge. 

(Hardie 1993, 60-1)

When Ovid published the  Metamorphoses, he was giving the Roman world an 

epic unlike any they had been given before. The respect which the work demanded for its 

lofty hexameters  and ambitious length warred with the erotic  themes,  irreverence for 

divinity, and satire of epic and Augustan themes.  While Ovid wrote in the shadow of 

Virgil's  Aeneid,  his  work  was  defined,  but  not  limited,  by  his  grand  predecessor's 

example.  Ovid explored themes of family, divinity, martial prowess, contest, and more, 

deconstructing each and blending them with love, irreverence, horror, and parody. 

Chapter One used the story of Daedalus and Icarus to demonstrate the homogeny 

of Ovid's writing style between genres by exposing the similarities between the elegiac 

Ars  Amatoria and  the  epic  Metamorphoses.   Not  only  do  the  two  versions  contain 
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startlingly close language, sometimes sharing words and entire phrases, but both display 

the same elegiac scenes. 

Chapter  Two  examined  three  further  examples  of  elegy  in  epic.   Io's  story 

underscored Heinze's assertion that elegy's narrative is asymmetrical, passing over large 

portions  of  the  narrative  to  linger  on scenes  which  unflatteringly portrayed  the  gods 

Jupiter and Io.  Arachne's story presents both traditional and Ovidian styles of epic and 

concludes that the Ovidian style has the greater worth.  It also gently spoofs epic contests, 

appropriating the struggle for dominance and reworking it  with the women's work of 

weaving.  Daphne's story also compares old epic and new.  The god Apollo can be read as 

a representation of traditional epic, who loses an argument against the elegiac Cupid and 

subsequently becomes a victim of love.  This chapter explored a variety of the elegiac 

tropes Ovid included in the Metamorphoses, looking at both the ones unique to each story 

and those constructs which continued throughout.

Chapter  3  broke  from  elegy  to  show  Ovid's  wordplay  and  ego-centric 

machinations  through  the  clever  parallels  in  the  story  of  Tereus  and  the  satire  of 

traditional battle scenes.  Tereus's story used the theme of silence to reflect  the tale's 

central point, which was the mutilation of Philomela by the removal of her tongue.  The 

second section showed how Ovid warped the clash of grand armies and kings into a 

drunken brawl among overly-amorous wedding guests.  In both of these sections, Ovid 

drew attention  to  himself  by undercutting  our  expectations  through exaggeration  and 

horrible humor. 

This thesis serves as a primer to deeper readings in Ovid's climactic work.  After 
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becoming familiar with some of the ways Ovid blends genres, the reader will be able to 

recognize those tropes and more among the fifteen books of the Metamorphoses.  A study 

of Ovid leads to a greater comprehension of genre and genric contamination in literature 

and media on a whole, encouraging us to understand tradition, appreciate perversions, 

and remember Ovid as the author who epitomizes it all. 
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