
PART THREE 



CHAPTER 6 

F ai th in llmages 

In the first book of his poems from exile, Ovid explicitly compares his 
Metamorphoses to a visual representation, claiming in fact that his poem 
provides a "greater" image of the poet than any sculptural depiction: 
carmina maior imago (Tr. 1. 7.11 ). 1 This is but one of the many connec­
tions between Ovid's great work and the arts of painting and sculpture. 
For not only has the poem provided by far the most significant repository 
of subjects for artistic representation of any text in the Western tradition 
other than the Bible, but links have often been perceived between Ovid 's 
highly visualized descriptions and the preexisting masterpieces of clas­
sical painting and sculpture. Thus, the final tableau of the second book, 
as Europa's clothes billow out behind her while the bull on whose back 
she sits makes for Crete, has seemed to leave the captured maiden in pre­
cisely the attitude she will maintain in numerous ancient paintings.2 Con­
versely, Ovid's next damsel in distress, Andromeda, first appears in the 
poem precisely as she was depicted in painting until a viewer,3 Perseus, 
literally enters the picture to rescue her from a fate worse than death. 

As these last examples already suggest, the relationship between the 
text and works of painting and sculpture is far more complex than the 
simple problem of reciprocal influence that originally prompted study of 
"Ovid and the Visual Arts." Rather, the poet seems explicitly to thematize 
the visual dimension of the poem, inviting readers to measure the capabil­
ities of verbal and visual representations against one another. Such a pro­
cedure per se will hardly be surprising in an ancient text. Comparisons 
of poetry and painting were a rhetorical commonplace, and any ancient 
narrator would have learned early in his rhetorical training how to add 
visual vividness to his account of events. Ecphrases, in its modern mean­
ing of verbal representations of visual artifacts, provided elaborate occa­
sions for epic writers to articulate by comparison and contrast their own 
artistic aims, as Ovid does with unsurpassed complexity in the account 
of the tapestry competition in book 6. But the poem's choice of metamor­
phosis as subject gives a special dimension to its evocation of the visual. 

1 On the representation of the Met. in Tristia 1. 7, sec esp. Hinds 1985.21-27. 
2 Laslo 1935.424-28; see also Barkan 1986.7-18, Solodow 1988.2 10, and Wheeler 

1999.154. 
J Met. 4.673. Hardie 2002<:. 183-8.5. 
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Rosati's demonstration of the spectacular elements of metamorphosis 
obviously facilitates the assimilation of Ovidian narrative to works of 
art, but in an interesting double sense.4 As recent work on ecphrasis has 
stressed, the older critical distinction between static ecphrasis, stopping 
the story even as it portrays an unmoving image, and the dynamic proper­
ties of the framing narrative is one that is constantly violated.5 So Ovid's 
techniques of visualization both make the reader witness to a narrative 
process, as change seems to take place before her eyes, and confronts her 
with the unchanging product of metamorphosis-the tree, the flower, and 
in many cases the statue-that marks the end of change. These two ways 
of, literally, seeing metamorphosis open out different perspectives on the 
poem that introduces these objects to view, perspectives that replicate 
and intensify the hermeneutic challenges posed by metamorphosis itself. 
The first stresses the horizons of the narrative, showing the reader a long 
past event that acquires presence by virtue of being seen. The second by 
contrast locates the viewer in the familiar world of believable, everyday 
objects but asks her to see them with new eyes. 

If we move from considering the effect of Ovid's techniques of visual­
ization to ask then about the relationship implied between Ovid's texts 
and the visual arts, another related set of contrasts emerges between a 
metaphoric connection, which explicates the text while stressing its dif­
ference from the world of images, and a metonymic one, where the nar­
rative itself seems to become one of the gallery of visual representations. 
Statuary and painting function as metaphors for Ovid's poem, as Philip 
Hardie has described, precisely through their ability to conjure up absent 
presences while marking that absence. The phenomenon of a literary ac­
count of an artistic image doubles the distance between the reader and 
whatever reality lies behind the description; yet, at the same time, the 
internal representation of the work of art creating a physically real pres­
ence of its vanished model stakes a positive claim for how the literary text 
can indeed make something out of nothing. Ovid gives an even greater 
immediacy to this effect by, for the most part, refusing to segregate ec­
phrastic description from his narrative by introducing a work of art to be 
described. "We are both stimulated to 'see' the events, and asked to be­
lieve in the reality of what we see. Seeing is believing; pictorial illusionism 
and verbal fictionality are forced into an unusually close symbiosis."6 The 
last phrase of Hardie's analysis points to the special, metonymic qual­
ity of visual art for Ovid, the sense that the text itself no longer simply 

4 Leach 1988.440-66, working independently from Rosati, also draws particular atten­
tion to the way in which meta morphosis provides for visualization and makes this the basis 
of her own comparison between Ovidian narrative technique and the visua l arts. 

·
1 Fowler 2000.64-85. 
• Hardie 2002c.174. 
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describes scenes visually but has come to acquire the solidity and reality 
of artifacts. Its leap into presence reifies not only the events signified but 
also the very visual images that signify them. Alison Sharrock's discussion 
of the relationship between metamorphosis and visual representation il­
luminates another important area of overlap, again brought into focus 
by the theme of metamorphosis. Every visual work of art possesses the 
same double dimension of stasis and movement as Ovid's text, and both 
are complicated by the image of metamorphosis. The visual image, like 
the product of metamorphosis, is always both what it is-stone, paint, 
ivory-and what it represents, as the flower is always also Hyacinthus. 
More important, the material has taken on this double nature precisely 
through a process of transformation under the creating hand of the 
artist. 7 

Sharrock's observation that every work of visual art has its own met­
amorphic qualities, that the viewer mentally initiates a transformation 
from the material object to what it signifies, is the starting point for my 
argument here. The suggestion that the poem reproduces for its read­
ers the experience of viewing physically present works of art, as in the 
preceding chapters I argued it did for ritual performances like drama 
and sacrifice, provides another crucial link between the poem and the 
material realities that constituted Augustan culture. For the "real pres­
ence" conjured up by Ovid's poem through visual vividness is not merely 
an abstract ontological paradox but a way in which the poem speaks 
about, and speaks as, an essential constitutive element of Roman identity. 
Several of the poem's images, among them the statue of Niobe that is dis­
cussed at the beginning of the next chapter, had direct visual equivalents 
prominently displayed in the public spaces of the Roman city, and even 
when such images are absent, or undiscovered, 8 the dynamic of viewing 
that the poem develops and draws on conjures up a response that is not 
simply an aesthetic one.9 Rather, as recent research in the Roman recep­
tion of art has suggested, the act of viewing potentially brought into play 
questions of nationality, history, class, and political allegiance, as well as 
providing a context for religious experience. My aim in this part of the 

7 "Raw material becomes a work of art by a process which characterizes the artist as 
meta morphic worker and makes metamorphosis a powerful signifier of art, indeed a self­
reflexive representation of or metaphor for artistic activity. Works of art may be static, 
but artistry is in a constant state of flux ." Sharrock 1996.104. A similar expression of the 
inevitable connection between metamorphosis and the visual image is found in Barkan 
1986.17-18. 

' Viarre 1964.35: "II est tres ra re qu 'on puisse etablir une entiere correspondance entre 
une oeuvre d'art determinec et une passage d'Ovide." 

9 Viarrc 1964.144 asks a similar question hut provides a different answer, onl' focusing 
on the magical clements of metamorphosis. 
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argument is to point to ways in which Ovid's text explicates how visual 
artifacts can indeed acquire such potency and how his poem both shares 
in that power and intervenes in the way that images are seen. 

Before proceeding, though, I want to make clear that I do indeed know 
the difference between a text and an image, and that I am aware that 
Ovid's materialization of his text can take place only in the mind's eye.10 

Those epiphanic moments when image and text appear to merge always 
happen in counterpoise to a skeptical awareness of the art of words that 
resists deception. In fact, the opposition between narrative and image 
contributes as much to Ovid's effect as assimilating one to the other. But 
the text's ultimate incapacity to undergo physical metamorphosis finds 
a powerful compensation in its ability to inscribe itself on actual monu­
ments, as, for example, the poet makes the stone Niobes that populate 
Augustan temples tell his story. 

One factor that has until recently slowed appreciation of the dialogue 
between Ovid's textual images and the Roman visual environment has 
been, broadly speaking, the emphasis in the study of ancient art on con­
noisseurial questions of style and identification that have tended to isolate 
individual works of art from their cultural context. The familiar tendency 
to read through surviving Roman works to recover lost Greek models has 
also inevitably detracted attention from the complex reception of such 
images at Rome. But new shifts in the priorities of art historians have 
revealed that the act of viewing in Rome involved a network of decisions 
about how and what to see, affecting and affected by questions of edu­
cation, class, religion, and politics. I have already given one example, in 
chapter 2, of how more audience-oriented approaches to understanding 
the power of images in Augustan Rome can reveal new parallels and ex­
changes between Ovid's poem and Augustan images on the political level. 
Now it is time to explore in greater detail some of the many alternatives 
ways of viewing in Augustan Rome to see how the tensions among them 
focus on questions very similar to those raised by Ovid's text. 

10 Another interesting recent attempt ro relate Ovid's poem ro the contemporary visual 
environment is that of Gros 1981. While Gros laudably rejects efforts to find signs of re­
ciprocal influence between the poem and contemporary painting and sculpture, he goes on 
ro imagine a too-impenetrable barrier between literary a nd visual art. Thus, rather than 
positing any dialogue between text and image, Gros attributes any similarities of com­
positional technique to the general aesthetic principles of the age. His final reading of the 
compositional effect of the Metamorphoses as generating a tension between the vividness 
of the details and the larger narrative impulses of the work (365-66) offers a useful way of 
reading the poem, and his comparison ro the style of the Hellenistic baroque temple design 
which was even then being replaced by the more message-driven style of Augustan monu­
ments, remains suggestive, even though recent art-historical work has made this opposition 
in styles less extreme than it once appeared. 
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One immediate justification for making the connection between Ovid­
ian fictional technique and the reception of the visual arts is that there 
was no cultural sphere in which the authority and effects of illusionism 
were more intensely debated. Vitruvius, in a passage well known to art 
historians, attacks the growing taste for the kind of wall painting that 
we designate Third Style: earlier painters, though they included mythical 
subjects (fabulae, 7.5.2), had nevertheless produced illusions that gave 
the appearance of reality. The new painters, by contrast, produce "mon­
sters rather than sure images drawn from definite things" (monstra potius 
quam ex rebus finitis imagines certae, 7.5.3). Such monstra not only dis­
tort appearances by exaggerating proportions so that columns seem thin 
as tendrils but also produce hybrids, "slender stalks having half images, 
some drawn from human heads, others from the heads of beasts." When 
Vitruvius condemns these paintings on the grounds that "these things 
neither are nor were nor will be" (7.5.4), he uses exactly the criteria that 
rhetoricians used to discriminate fabulae from other forms of narrative: 
They represent neither things that are nor things that might have been. In 
fact, the hybrid forms that exemplify the new style for Vitruvius provide 
a precise visual corollary to the impossible metamorphosis narratives of 
Ovid's poem. 

But it is more than a similarity in content that links contemporary 
painting to the Metamorphoses. Not only do these visual monsters mix 
parts of different animals to produce things that never were; they simul­
taneously make it hard to distinguish where representation ends and 
begins. Where Second Style painting had offered more easily readable 
images distinctly framed within an illusionistic decor, 11 here it is impos­
sible not only to find any reality described by the paintings but also to 
tell where illusion starts and stops. The columns and architectural details 
that had served as frames now themselves seem to come to life with rec­
ognizable animate shapes. This is perhaps what Vitruvius's reference to 
certae imagines implies, certain from the point of view not just of what 
they represent but also of the boundaries of the represented image. Such 
paintings complicate the relationship between levels of representation 
and simultaneously, as Ovid's poem does, question the priority of any 
external reality, or narrative, over the crafted image itself. Indeed, such a 
lack of boundaries allows the viewer an enormous freedom to alternate 
between seeing recognizable verisimilar figures emerge from the image 
and seeing them reduced to elements in an architectural design. Again 
Vitruvius's language is suggestive: "Minds darkened by weak judgments 

11 Though sec the important reminder of Leach 2004.88 that t•vcn here there is no ques­
tion of actually deceiving the viewer into taking the imagr as rea l. 
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are not strong enough to put to the proof what is able to exist with both 
authority and reason in decoration" (iudiciis autem infirmis obscuratae 
mentes non valent probare quod potest esse cum auctoritate et ratione 
decoris, 3.5.4). This complex sentence implies the difficulty of maintain­
ing not only the coexistence of authority and rationality but also, through 
foregrounding the phrase quod potest esse, a leitmotif of part 3, the co­
existence of reality with its artistic depiction. The reference to authority 
here is also telling; by asserting the canon of reality, Vitruvius combats 
the desire to apportion merit on the basis of art alone. As we have seen in 
the case of Ovid, so for the visual artist, the creation of fictions can draw 
attention to the artifact itself and so give a prestige to the craftsman that 
Vitruvius would deny him. 

Jas Elsner has used Vitruvius's polemic as a tool for understanding the 
experience of the viewer in the Roman house and to argue that the con­
frontation with visual illusion itself becomes the locus for the spectator 
to define a social self. Starting from the connection elsewhere in Vitruvius 
between visual decorum and social hiera rchy, Elsner suggests a link be­
tween the subversion of realistic representation and the overturning of 
political order, which such representations both symbolize and perpetu­
ate. But beyond the association of aesthetic and social control, Elsner's 
work is especially valuable for suggesting how the process of viewing 
illusion, irrespective of the content of the image, grants the viewer a new 
independence from preexisting social positions: because the challenge for 
the viewer is no longer simply the discovery of a "prior, fixed, and natural 
reality," a more "complex" act is required, one that engages predomi­
nantly viewer and image, without reference to externals.12 Even Second 
Style paintings, Elsner suggests, that operate within the accepted rules of 
verisimilitude, can raise the question of "the 'reality' of the real world 
itself" and allow the viewer "to see it as merely a set of constructions." 13 

According to this account, the effects of visual illusionism per se in 
forcing its audience to question the priorities of reality "outside" and 
"inside" the represented image bear a close similarity to the effects of 
Ovidian fiction as initially described in the analysis of the Io narrative, 
which itself depends on the reception of a visual image. Another point 
of contact between Elsner's understanding of the sociopolitical effect of 
visual illusions and the reading of Metamorphoses we have developed so 
far is his emphasis on how illusionism deconstructs the very possibility 
of realism, and indeed of "reality" as a category. So we have seen in the 
beginning of chapter 2, and this is a point that has also been developed 

12 Elsner 1995 (quotes from p. 58). 
13 Elsner 1995.74. See also the development of Elsner's reading of illusionism in Leach 

2004, esp. 89. 
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elsewhere in Ovidian scholarship, that Ovid not only questions the prior­
ity of the fictional over the real but also makes a figure like Augustus a 
metamorphic artist in a way that seems to invite the reader to transfer the 
strategies developed for interpreting the Metamorphoses to other sorts 
of artistic representations which have more at stake in the claim to offer 
access to a "real reality." 14 

In the next chapter I return to the act of vision itself to argue through 
a reading of the Perseus episode that viewing images instantiates the kind 
of radical identification of the self as social participant that we saw in the 
sacrificial spectacles of chapter 3. But first I want to turn away from the 
question of illusionism to draw attention to other "political" aspects of 
the reception of the visual arts that also find parallels in the ambiguities 
of Ovid's poem. Specifically I suggest that certain essential properties of 
the work of art in Roman eyes, above all its innate foreignness, also affect 
the Roman viewer's experience in ways that explain the tension between 
poetic narrative and visual image within the poem. 

No text has been more important for setting the traditional agenda 
of Roman art history than Pliny the Elder's treatments of painting and 
sculpture, virtually the only narrative of art history to survive from an­
tiquity as well as an indispensable guide to the works of Greek art on 
display in the imperial city. But simply to mine Pliny for such information 
risks overlooking the fascinating example Pliny offers of how one Roman 
reads art history. For Pliny embeds details about specific works of art in 
a larger narrative of Roman cultural history in such a way that to focus 
on the formal qualities of the works described, as art historians have tra­
ditionally done, is already to have taken one side in a larger debate about 
what matters in a work of art.15 One place where these alternatives are 
easiest to observe is in his famous discussion of the Roman house, where 
Pliny contrasts the display of ancestral monuments like spolia and ances­
tor portraits with the luxurious images merely bought by the wealth of 
new owners (35.5). The old images gained value as historical markers in 
a double sense: their very presence commemorated the deeds by which 
they were won, and as representations they provided reminders of the 
virtues of the past. By contrast, the new images, made by foreign artists 
(externorum artificum, 35.6), are predominantly material objects (ma­
teriam conspici malunt, 35.4). But the anxieties here revealed about the 
social effects of a connoisseurial reading of works of art, in which foreign 
artistry and imported material occlude the representation of Roman vir­
tues, provide but one aspect of Pliny's own contradictory view of view­
ing. This tension becomes obvious in the very fact that it is precisely the 

14 Especially Hardie 1997 and 2002c. 
15 For a full :u:counr of Pliny's moti ves as art historian, s<·c csp. lsa.:cr I ';I'l l . 
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aspects of works of art that he here makes symptomatic of decline that 
structure his own treatment of them. Painting and sculpture find a place 
in Pliny's work only because of the materials from which they are made 
and within each excursus are cataloged according to the artist who has 
produced them. 

The other side to Pliny's view of images appears precisely from con­
sideration of the context where Pliny locates his polemic against modern 
tastes in home decoration. This emerges in fact from a very formalist 
perspective on the decline of verisimilitude in portrait painting, the result, 
Pliny claims, of a general breakdown in the cultivation of the self that 
makes moderns worthy of and interested in being represented (35.4). The 
fau lty emphasis involved in contemplating works of art only as material 
objects becomes both a cause and an effect of this phase in the develop­
ment of art history. This suggests that a reading of works of art that 
stresses the Roman historical context is not the only frame that can be 
used to combat the forces of corruption. Rather, Pliny's project involves 
the "conquest" of art history by making it a metaphor for Roman impe­
rial decline. As the ideal styles of representation, which in turn focus on 
creating a vivid and lifelike image, constitute a golden age in the history 
of art corresponding to the historical periods before Rome itself was cor­
rupted by luxury, so the artists themselves become not simply adjuncts to 
the material value of their products in the modern luxury market but ex­
amples in their own right. Their efforts to impose order on natural matter 
in a way that makes it a signifier of virtue parallel the achievements of the 
images' Roman conquerors, and perhaps of Pliny himself. 

Hence a defense of art history as a scholarly discipline, as well as a 
pronounced ambiguity that shows itself in a number of Pliny's discus­
sions, depending on whether "actual" Roman history or its reflection 
within the discipline of art history takes priority. For example, the first 
foreign paintings are publicly displayed in Rome after the conquest of 
Corinth, a moment that both marks one of the great triumphs of Roman 
history and serves as a canonical watershed for the invasion of foreign 
luxury. Correspondingly, the conqueror Mummius's attitude toward cap­
tured paintings enshrines what from one perspective seems a laudable old 
Roman reluctance to value foreign works of art per se and from another 
a distant and almost barbarous Philistinism. When a foreigner, Attalus of 
Pergamon, offers an exorbitant sum for a famous picture of Liber, Mum­
mius calls the picture back and places it in the temple of Ceres, "having 
suspected that there was some virtue in it of which he was ignorant" 
(35.24).16 If the initial reluctance to view the work as anything other 

16 Because I am interested here only in recovering imperia l attitudes toward the visual 
arts, the fact that this event is extremely unlikely to have occurred makes no difference to 
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than booty and the resulting decision to make the work public once its 
value is known illustrate a traditional ethos, 17 the inability to detect vir­
tue (virtus) in the form of a painting seems a defect from the point of view 
of Pliny's own time, and this defect emerges all the more clearly from a 
paired anecdote in which a German barbarian shows himself equally ig­
norant of the worth of painting when, asked what value he would put on 
a picture of an aged shepherd, he answers that he would not even want 
the shepherd himself as a gift (35.25). A point of view that sees the value 
of art only in terms of the social status of the figure it commemorates, 
just the one that ought to prevail in the Roman house, now defines the 
barbarian. Another point of conflict comes when Pliny seems to condemn 
contemporaries not for an excessive interest in foreign works but rather 
for ignorance of them: "At Rome, the multitude of works of art, and the 
effacement [of their titles], and especially the huge mass of business and 
obligations keep a ll from contemplating them, since such wonderment 
belongs to men of leisure and requires tranquillity" (36.27). Here the 
very accumulation that might have been taken as a sign of expansion and 
splendor has a negative effect on viewing the works of art in their own 
terms. And the opposition between duty and leisure makes it very unclear 
whether industry and offices are to be praised or blamed. Is the ideal to 
have leisure for edifying study or to have something better to spend one's 
time on? 

This brief overview of Pliny's attitudes toward the reception of art thus 
shows how the contradictory values of "art history" itself, to apply an 
anachronistic term, depend on the balancing of conflicting framing nar­
ratives, one oriented toward the Greek original, the other toward the 
Roman appropriation of it, with neither ever quite able to escape the 
other. But his analyses a lso make clear the striking extent to which the ex­
perience of any actual work of art, even prior to the kind of iconographic 
interpretation discussed in chapter 2, could be complicated by the ten­
sion between content and context. Should one see the painting Mummius 
erects as an adornment of a Roman temple, or as an intrinsically valuable 
Greek masterpiece whose position in Rome tells the story of her triumph 
over the East, or as a reminder of Mummius's own public spirit? Or does 
one concentrate on the qualities of the painting itself, or on the story of 
Dionysus and Ariadne that it told?18 The problem is all the more acute 
in this particular case because the painter in question, Aristides, special­
ized in conveying the emotional states of his subjects, and indeed one of 

my argument. See Gruen 1992.124-29 and Bergmann 1995.88, n. 18. 
17 On the "private" display of art masterpieces as a symptom of luxurin, see Bergmann 

1995. 
18 Assuming that the painting of Libcr mentioned in 35.24 is rhc snmc a~ llw Dionysus 

and Ariadne once on view ar 1hc rcmplc of Ceres ar 35.99. 
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the most celebrated of his works showed the horrific image of a baby 
attempting to suckle its dead mother after the sack of a cityY And far 
from being an inevitable, and accidental, aspect of viewing works of art, 
the "battle" between Greek and Roman seems to have been deliberately 
emphasized by contexts of display. Bettina Bergmann has persuasively 
shown that the opposition between Greek original and Roman imitation 
has very little value for describing any actual work of art but that Roman 
contexts of viewing themselves conspired to give the illusion of an appro­
priated Greek masterpiece. Thus, the decor of the Villa Farnesina creates 
the impression of a public picture gallery through the elaborate fram­
ing of individual panels within the frescoed decoration. As Bergmann 
suggests, the owners of this luxurious villa could easily have afforded 
actual ancient pa intings.20 The preference for simply imitating them in 
part reflected on the status and attitudes of the owner, because the appro­
priation of works of art in private spaces was symptomatic of excessive 
grandeur and frequently attracted the attention of moralists. But beyond 
that, the display doubly makes illusionism the medium that brings such 
political questions to the fore by making the viewer choose between see­
ing or not seeing the luxury that would be implied by a rea l private gal­
lery, as well as between seeing or not seeing the Greek vistas as framed or 
perhaps overshadowed by the Roman context of display.2 1 

The kinds of issues that Roman arti stic display seems deliberately de­
signed to generate have an immediate relevance to the " double vision" 
experienced by the reader of the Metamorphoses. In this case too, the 
overa ll narrative thrust di rected toward the present and the triumph of 
Rome contrasts with the profus ion of individual episodes overwhelm­
ingly devoted to foreign subjects-which inevitably overlap with the con­
tent of famous Greek pa inted panels-to ra ise the question of whether 
the poem is indeed an epic celebration of the Roman " now" or a reani­
mation of a lost past. The connection between assent to illusion and the 
adoption of the victim's point of view so tellingly developed in Arachne's 
tapestry would also have several corollaries in the experience of viewing 
actua l works of art. Not only would the framed panels be overwhelm­
ingly Greek in subject matter; they would a lso have been often portrayed 
as spoils of conquest. What is more, the capacity to crea te illusion was 
precisely what makes the Greek artists themselves masters, according to 

19 Interestingly, Pliny notes that this painting itself was taken as booty by Alexander, the 
sacker of Aristidcs' own native city of Thebes, 35.98. 

1" Bergmann 1995.105. 
1 1 For a nother importanr discussion of how viewing Greek o bjects in the contexts of 

Roman houses draws attention to issues o f social and political hierarchy, sec Fredrick 1995, 
esp. 279. 
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the veristic standards Pliny adopts (though the exposure of the power to 
create illusion diminishes the efficacy of that illusion). 

These considerations give new signjficance to Ovid's placement of the 
visual tableau of Europa at the juncture of books 2 and 3. Beyond em­
phasizing the contrast in his own work between motion and stillness, 
the "painting" suggests the thematic content of this opposition and also 
relates it directly to the experience of the visual arts. On a purely nar­
ratological level, this moment in the poem draws particular attention to 
the tension between the la rge frame and the individual episodeP Europa 
herself is quintessentially the figure of the refined short poem; the version 
of the Greek poet Moschus forms a self-contained whole of 165 lines 
whose narrative is shaped purely by the erotic maturation of Europa, 
a young girl who in the first line is visited by a dream of the goddess of 
love and, in the poem's very last word, becomes a mother.23 But set in the 
frame of a larger narrative, th is Europa-centric view comes into conflict 
with larger historical forces, as her brother goes off eventually to found 
a city whose fortunes will occupy Ovid for the next book and a half and 
which prefigures the foundation of Rome itself.24 Thus, while Europa's 
progeny and kin are essential to the development of the poem, Europa 
herself is not. Indeed, the static image of the tableau offers us our last 
glimpse of her. The moment when Europa becomes a "painting" then 
raises precisely the same kinds of interpretive questions that actual paint­
ings of Greek maidens would have done in the context of Roman atria . 
And like the images that depict her, Europa herself is described as booty 
(praedam, 2. 873).25 The linkage to visua l artifacts thus takes on a specia l 
significance because this generic crux comes at a point in the poem that 
highlights conquest and cultural transmission. The abduction of Europa 
from Herodotus onward has marked an epoch in the exchange between 
East and West, and the coming of Cadmus to Greece that it sets in motion 
not only anticipates the geographic shape of Ovid's epic but brought East-

!l The word sinuantur is itself crucial in poinring ro this tension, for while its picrorial 
dimension highlights the miraculous qualities of painting, because the s-shapc which it de­
notes is the ephemeral product of the w inds, it a lso represents a vice from the point o f view 
of narrative economy. Thus, Quintilian 2.4.3 requires a narrative ro be neither arid and 
starved nor sinuosa through recherche descriptions, of which this perhaps is an example. 

lJ See the comparison of the two versio ns in Ba rkan 1986.12-18. Note also, however, 
the "cosmic" dimension of Europa's d ream in the personification of the two conrinenrs who 
fight for her; Moschus 2.8- 9. 

N This effect is, of course, accentuated by the p lacement of the narrative at the join be­
tween two hooks, on which sec Wlwder 1999.90-93. 

15 In th is context, it is important that there were no less than three Greek representatio ns 
of Europa in Pompey's triumphal portico: statues hy Pythagoras :md Mikon (T:ttian Graec. 
33) and a painring by Anriphi lus (Pliny 35. 114). Sec Kutrner 199<J.J47, 11. H, a11d .170. 
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ern arts, including writing, to the West. Ovid here, among other things, 
signifies the reshaping of Greek literary "artifacts" into Roman epic in a 
gesture that collapses the distinction between maiden, image, and text. 

This kind of collapse is also evident from the role of Europa as narra­
tive focalizer in this image, and here emerges a second important connec­
tion between reading and viewing in the episode. As we saw in chapter 
1, the phenomenon of metamorphosis can itself effect a disjunction in 
point of view between a metamorphosed figure (often a victim) and a 
spectator (sometimes an amorous pursuer). Here a similar kind of ten­
sion emerges but with a telling difference. Within the narrative, Europa 
has not been changed into anything; it is only Ovid's figuring her as a 
painting that creates an awareness of different kinds of visual response. 
And yet this refashioning of Europa as image responds to an emphasis 
on viewing within the tale. Unlike Io, her natural foil, who having been 
turned into a cow becomes herself a deceptive image to be read, Europa 
is presented as the viewer of a work of art. (Ovid's ecphrastic technique, 
and explicit comment that "you" could compare the bull's horns with 
things made by hand [2.855], ensures that we see the disguise too in 
artistic terms.) By functioning as an internal spectator, Europa becomes 
an available analogue for the reader within the story, a possibility that 
already complicates the easy treatment of her as "spoils," the perspective 
that helps code her tale as part of a triumphant march to the West. This 
capacity of Europa to focalize the victim's point of view typifies her when 
she emerges again, now explicitly as a visual image, as the first figure on 
Arachne's tapestry, where, as we saw, her deception by the bull overlaps 
with Arachne's deception of the viewer and, thanks to the narrator's reuse 
of the ecphrastic "you," of the reader of the text: "You would think it 
was a real bull and a real sea" ( 6.104 ). Again, Europa offers a conduit for 
"seeing in" that juxtaposes deception by artistic illusion with adopting a 
point of view locked within the frame of the representation. 

But it is not just that Ovid's technique here accentuates the visual di­
mension of his own poem, making it like a picture in the responses it 
evokes and the way it invokes them. By turning Europa into a painting, 
and by keying the particular "visual" options he makes available closely 
to recognized ways of viewing actual works of art, he highlights the issue 
of artistic reception, deconstructing the increasingly charged processes by 
which his readers interpreted artistic images. This is one aspect of what 
Ovid gains by explicitly connecting his scenes to works of art, rather than 
simply relying on the visual disjunctions metamorphosis itself brings with 
it. Another is to give greater presence to the transformations he described, 
creating an overlap between image and text that comes perhaps as close 
as a literary artist can to projecting described objects into the physical 
space of the speaker. 
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To show how the Europa narrative exemplifies this double process, 
let me begin by backing up my claim that the different points of view 
opened out by the narrative correspond to recognized alternatives for 
viewing art objects. Europa's response to the bull is precisely the naive 
reading of images practiced by the barbarian who valued the painting of 
the ancient shepherd only by the real image represented. She is the specta­
tor so totally absorbed by verisimilitude as to be unaware of the artifice 
that tricks her. Indeed, she is induced even to suspend her knowledge of 
the real world by the force of illusion; she knows that "real" bulls are not 
gentle (2.860), but the monstrous hybrid26 produced by Jupiter so wins 
her over that she comes to believe in the mythical bull as gentle lover. 
Ignoring the strictures of Horace at the beginning of the Ars Poetica, 
Europa is perfectly prepared to allow an artist to place jewel-like horns 
on a bull's body. One consequence of this way of viewing is that she is so 
absorbed by the real presence of the bull that she misses the real presence 
in the bull. As in the case of actual works of art we posited a disjunction 
between an awareness of the painting as an object in its own right and 
of the larger social hierarchies its context suggests, so her way of seeing 
blinds her to the power of Jupiter. 

The alternative perspective in this passage comes from the narratorial 
voice and emerges in the connoisseurial approach his description takes 
to the crafted bull, praising both its color, and, by implication, the work­
manship that went into it.27 He ensures that we are aware of the process 
of craft as well as its object, of the real frame that exposes the artist's 
illusion. And yet before we readers congratulate ourselves too much on 
not being tricked into taking Jupiter's disguise as a real bull, let us make 
sure that we are equally cautious about taking it for the art image that it 
is compared to by the narrator. For the horns, after all, are not made by 
hand but are real horns, made so by a god. Thus, if Europa's perspective 
demotes Jupiter to a bull, the "Plinian" narrator reduces him to a man 
and tempts us to lose the "wonder" in the presence of a miracle that Eu­
ropa herself feels, if for the wrong reasons (miratur, 2.858). 

If this suggestion that Ovid uses the Europa episode to deconstruct the 
contemporary ways of viewing is right, then it is appropriate that her 

26 Sec Barkan 1986.1 3. For the problems of viewing hybrids in Augustan art, sec Elsner 
1995.57-58. 

27 There is thus a telling difference between the ecphrastic second-person verbs used in 
the account of the Arachne tapestry (verum taurum, freta vera putares, 6.104) and in the 
description of the bull (quae contendere possis I facta manu, 2.855-56): the first focuses 
on verisimilitude, and as a result ma kes the reader not just a viewer o f a work of art, but a 
viewer within a work of a rt. The second draws attention to craft ami keeps the reader aware 
of the artificia lity of the image. 13orh arc equally deceptive, the first MII\1\<'Ming th.lf a crafted 
bull is real, the m .:onJ that a rea l bull is ..:rafted . 

dcurley
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deception should have involved the false representation of a bull. For 
among the most beguiling of those images in which the artist seemed to 
have surpassed the boundaries of craft, and among the most important 
subjects for ecphrastic writers of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, was 
an artificial cow first erected as a votive offering on the Acropolis by the 
fifth-century BCE sculptor Myron.28 So lifelike was this cow, according 
to the epigrams it inspired, that herdsmen tried to drive it off, calves tried 
to nurse from its bronze udders, gadflies tried to sting it, and bulls tried 
to mount it. The very act of viewing such a cow prompted meditation 
on the relative powers of art and nature, expressed in the paradox that 
nature seemed to have become dead and art to have come to life.29 So its 
sculptor emerges alternately as a Prometheus giving new life to statues 
and, ironically, as a liar who never sculpted the cow at all but simply 
drove it off from a herd or waited until it turned bronze from age. In 
another poem, though, the ultimate unreality of the cow points out the 
artist's own deception in the power of his craft, or, as the poet puts it, 
art has "raped" him (TEXVIJ ae ~ui~em1, AP 9.798.1). Europa's misprision 
concerning the bull thus places her in a long tradition of literary viewers. 
But the tables have been turned in a supremely Ovidian gesture, for this 
bull is real, or at least it seems so in the world of Ovid's narrative. The 
deceived viewer here turns out to be right after all, and in place of the 
sculptor who inevitably falls just short of a divine capacity to create life, 
the artists are either, in the case of Jupiter, literally divine or a yet more 
marvelous (or dishonest) craftsman who has produced for the reader an 
image much more real than Myron 's while working with a much less 
substantial material than bronze. And these reorientations are necessary 
for a reader himself to move from the static image of a painted Europa to 
the dynamic world she experiences as a figure within the text. 

The hybrid nature of Ovid's account and its doubling of interpretative 
strategies emerge most clearly in the final tableau itself. For one of the 
tragic aspects of Ovid's Europa narrative, and a powerful contrast to 
Moschus's treatment of her, is that she remains trapped within the static 
image. Europa never reenters the narrative after this final moment. By 
contrast, Moschus goes on to describe her maternity, as does Ovid in his 
Fasti (5.617). And while the third book begins by describing Jupiter as 

lH Steiner 2001.28, n.70. Also Kuttner 1999.363. 
29 See, most clearly the late poet Julian of Egypt: 

TI6pn v T~v& Mupwvo~ icSwv Taxa TOiiTo ~o~aEI~· 
.. "H <pUOI~ cinvo6~ EOTIV, ~ Ef!nYOO~ rn>.ETO TEXVIJ." 

(AP 9.793) 
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shedding his deceptive disguise and admitting his identity, this event oc­
curs in a subordinate clause, merely providing a temporal frame for the 
start of Cadmus's story, and there is no reference to any response on the 
part of Europa to his revelation, as though she were now an inanimate 
image rather than a viewing subject. And just as we have previously de­
scribed how Europa's point of view offers access to the depicted world, 
so within that final tableau her own gaze is fixed resolutely backward, 
toward the Asian shore, girlhood, and book 2. One of her hands, how­
ever, holds the horn of the bull. Stephen Wheeler has detected a meta tex­
tual pun here: for cornua can mean not only horns but the knobs at the 
end of the book roll.30 Thus, while as maiden the image looks back, she 
also mimics the reader in, perhaps, reaching out for the next book roll 
to continue the narrative (or stressing the end of this one?). This ten­
sion between the anticipation of thjngs to come, keyed to the reception 
of the poem as text, and a desire for regression becomes all the more 
marked because of the familiar difficulty in rewinding scrolls to go back 
to an earlier passage. In contrast both to the spatial freedom provided 
to the viewer by actual visual display and to the backward glance of Eu­
ropa, reading was an activity that by its nature kept you moving forward. 
The final image, then, not only echoes the oppositions between context 
and content, forward-looking narrative and arresting image, but places 
Ovid's text itself at a moment of transformation, as text engenders image, 
and that image seems literally to become text. For the horn-book roll 
equivalence is primarily a verbal pun, an effect that emerges more from 
reading than from visualizing an image. Thus, the reader hovers between 
seeing the book as horn or horn as book, as the real presence of the book 
grotesquely appears in the "painted" image, and reabsorbing the image 
into the poem's linguistic mode of communication. 

l. PYGMALION 

The final point of my introduction illustrated how the narrative that ulti­
mately yields the painted Europa disorients the ways in which a Roman 
viewer mjght have approached just such an image. The contrasts between 
absorptive viewing and one alert to the artificiality of the work of art, 
though, involved more than purely aesthetic priorities. Contrasting con­
ceptualizations of the capacities of the artist like those studied in the sec­
ond chapter are also at work, as well as the importance of artistic recep-

Jo Wheeler 1999.92-93, citing for the Ovidian usc of "horns" to SIIJ.IJ.ICSt the ends of a 
book roll, Barchicsi '1997a. l 87. On thr book and the bovim· inJ,~cncral, scc now lslwy 2006. 
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tion as a sphere for measuring the relative capacities of man and god, as 
the craftsman's skill seems at once to represent and to conceal the work­
ings of superhuman forces. This last element of viewing wears a more 
mundane aspect in the Roman awareness of the power of art to focus 
attention alternately on the skill of the artist whose hand has wrought the 
image and on the power and wealth of the patron who has appropriated 
it. In this next section I want to develop further the political element of ar­
tistic reception and its significance for the poem. Using another of Ovid's 
prominent engagements with the paradoxes of viewing, the Pygmalion 
episode of book 10, I aim to bring the issues of artistic reception into 
the same orbit as the accounts of public religious spectacle put forward 
in part 2. In their different ways, both absorption in mythological scenes 
and a fascination with the crafts of almost overwhelmingly Greek artists 
can offer distractions, in the fullest sense, from the contexts in which such 
works were displayed. They form a bridge to an experience of otherness 
at the heart of Roman practice that bears comparison to the identifica­
tions with actors, captive barbarians, and sacrificial victims potentially set 
in motion by the triumphs, spectacles, and sacrifices we have met before. 
My point is not that either the "absorbed" or the connoisseurial responses 
to images are ipso facto "subversive," but rather that the challenge these 
works of art raise for the viewer can also be integral to formulating a 
sense of her place in the community that mounts such a display. 

As a link between issues of artistic reception in the abstract and their 
specific function in a contemporary Roman context, I want to return to 
the cattle of Myron. If generations of poets found Myron's heifer a good 
device for thinking about viewing in the abstract, other representations 
of cattle by the same artist occupied a place of prominence in the social 
and religious landscape of the city. As Propertius's account of his visit 
to the Palatine reminds us, four Myronian cows lowed around the altar 
of Apollo on the Palatine: atque aram circum steterant armenta Myro­
nis I quattuor artifices, vivida signa, boves (2.31.7-8). These lines show 
Propertius's engagement with the poetic tradition surrounding the sculp­
tor's famous heifer: the opposition between the contrasting oxymorons, 
"artificial cows" and "living statues," mirrors the paradox of animate 
art and lifeless nature developed, for example, in the later poems of Ju­
lian of Egypt.31 But Propertius's response to the poem also suggests two 
elements of their placement that charge the cows with additional and 
more specific significance. First, the poet points out that, as indeed was 
also the case at Athens, the cows are located around an altar, making 
them, to those who "recognize" them as real, inevitably also sacrificial 
victims. Ovid's Pythagoras shows sacrifice as an abomination precisely by 

31 See now the discussion in Welch 2005.92-93. 
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animating a bovine victim "outstanding in form" (praestantissima forma, 
15.130), imagining her as seeing, not just being seen. Myron's veristic 
statues by (almost) coming to life potentially acquire a subjectivity that 
makes them more than simply wonders of art. While it is true that noth­
ing in Propertius's description suggests that the cows become focalizers 
for the scene in the way that the heifer does in Pythagoras's attack on 
sacrifice, this presentation of the object as animate enables such a move. 
More important, there is a parallel between the shift in response gener­
ated by the statues and the Pythagorean victim that points to an analogy 
between the viewing of art objects and the visual dimensions of sacrifice. 

The second significant element in Propertius's treatment of the statues 
involves the way he uses them to define his own reading of the many in­
terpretative possibilities offered by the temple, specifically to give weight 
to the status of the artist as opposed to the imperial author behind the 
temple. Indeed, Myron is the only nonmythical mortal individual other 
than Caesar named in the poem. How much attention do we give to the 
artist, how much to the emperor? As I suggested before, the tension be­
tween Propertius's "elegiac" reading of the monument and its celebration 
of military victory draws out a tension within the visual program of the 
temple complex. The god who cast down the Gauls from Parnassus and 
wrecked Antony's fleet is shown holding the lyre of the poet. The bal­
ance between the violent power of Apollo and his connection to the arts 
of peace-a dichotomy that again affects the reading of Myron's cattle 
either as celebrating the accomplishments of the sculptor or as victims 
about to fall on the god's altar-itself bears a resemblance to the ques­
tions the bull raised in the mind of Europa. For that maiden too had been 
particularly troubled by the difficulties of accounting for the bull's own 
mild and unwarlike nature (2.859). As Ovid puts it, maiestas and amor 
do not easily coexist (2.846-47). 

One of the passages where Ovid most transparently invokes the par­
allel between his own literary fictions and the interpretative problems 
posed by artistic representation comes in the account of the sculptor 
Pygmalion falling in love with his own statue, a tale that in Ovid's hands 
has become nothing less than a foundational myth for realism in the vi­
sual arts. Here occurs the famous description of "art lying hidden by its 
own art" (ars adeo latet arte sua, 10.252), a phrase that has seemed both 
to offer a programmatic statement about Ovid's own conceptions of illu­
sionism as an art whose ultimate effect is to disappear in its own fictions 
and to relate directly to contemporary aesthetic concerns about artistic 
images.32 It comes in the description of the statue created by Pygmalion, 

.12 Though ars in Latin docs nor connote forms like painrin~ ami ~l:ulplltn· n' transpar­

ently as irs English derivati ve hut ra ther refers ro all rcdmical ahiliaic,. 
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so lifelike that "you" would think it real (10.250). And "you" would not 
be the only one, for the sculptor himself conceives a passion for his statue 
and in every way treats it as though it really were the maiden it repre­
sents. He adorns it in clothes and jewels, lays it in his bed, and whispers 
endearments to it. Eventually the goddess Venus grants his secret prayer 
and turns the ivory statue into flesh. When the story is presented in this 
way, the tale seems almost to provide the fable of which ars latet arte sua 
is the moral: the story of how realistic art transcends its own essential 
artificiality to become what it represents. And in one of the most impor­
tant recent readings of the episode, Rosati has argued that this artistic 
ideal and the narrative that illustrate it reveal Ovid's participation in the 
cult of artificiality shared with the sophisticated and urbane audiences 
of the early empire, for whom the highest praise of any work of art was 
as a superior reality, surpassing the natural world rather than imitating 
it: "The work of art must not, then, allow deception to appear or betray 
its artifice. The naturalism Ovid promotes is not that unmediated, na'ive 
and everyday naturalism based on nature, but a second, new naturalism, 
attained in artificiality and fiction." 33 In contrast to this exaltation of 
fictions supplanting reality, I argue that both the quote about ars and 
the narrative in which it is embedded enhance the interpretative reci­
procity between visual and literary illusionism not by revealing a shared 
artificiality but by revealing instead how both create the same tension 
between the epistemological priorities of reality and representation. And 
in this case Ovid has literally tied the interpretation of his text to the 
decision the reader makes about whether to accept the reality of a visual 
illusion. 

In context, the line about the deceptive power of art belies its own 
force. For Ovid, far from simply participating in the capacity to create 
artificial realities, exposes that capacity, just as he does elsewhere through 
the self-referential claim to be creating lies and fictions, and thus seems to 
locate his own reader's perspective outside of the wonderment of the en­
gaged viewer. Latet means to lie hidden and can indeed be used of some­
thing like a concealed weapon whose danger and force escape noticc,34 

and the phrase itself belongs most properly to a "how to" book for the 
budding artist or speaker. 35 But Ovid has brought art out into the open 

3.1 Rosati 1983.80. 
34 For this sense of lateo see the examples in OLD s.v. § 1. 
35 Often this expression has been compared to the lover's art of Aattery and insinuation 

described at Ars Amatoria 2.313-14: si latet ars prodest; adfert deprensa pudorem I atque 
adimit merito tempus in omne fidem (Rosati 1983.80). This parallel might at first impel us 
to take the phrase in Met. 10.252 at face value. But even in the Ars passage, the art is call­
ing attention to itself. Ars is after all the title of the poem. So too if we think of the poem 

Faith in Images • 261 

and, by pointing out its own deceptive capacities, done what no speaker 
should do to the actual audience he wishes to "trap."36 

The tension between viewing art as art and the possibility of taking 
art as reality informs both the content and the structure of the Pyg­
malion story, where the making of the statue symmetrically balances 
its "deconstruction" or conversion into the reality it seems to be. Nor 
would it be a fair description to claim simply that Pygmalion is caught 
up in the reality effect of illusionism; rather he experiences an exqui­
site tension between wanting life to be like art and wanting art to be 
a live, between prioritizing an ideal artistic conception and a reality to 
which it aspires. Pygmalion is famously introduced as a misogynist, who 
has chosen to live as a bachelor because of his revulsion from the im­
morality of the Propoetides, a group of women who have been turned 
to stone through their shamelessness, and his creation of the statue is 
sometimes connected to his longing for a woman to love. This last as­
sumption is both unsupported by the text37 -Pygmalion never makes 
this miraculous sculpture as an ideal surrogate he simply happens to 
make it whi le (interea, 10.247) living as a bachelor38-and misleading 
in that it already loads the deck in favor of natura, implying that a rea l 
woman is what Pygmalion wanted all a long. On the contrary, Pygma­
lion 's response to "real" women is itself strongly aestheticized from the 
beginning. What Pygmalion turns away from are no t real women but, as 
the order of the narrative hints, already stone representations of women, 
and his aversion is explicable as much on artistic as moral grounds: he 
is offended by vitia, a term that connotes not only the vices of women 
but the flaws of works of art. Indeed, the passion he feels is not for the 
ideal girl that the statue represents but for the simulated body, the statue 

as read not on ly by the men to whom it is ostensibly addressed but by women as well, the 
whole nature of the seduction described becomes much more complex, with rhe women 
appearing less as the duped victims they ought to be than as con noisseurs appraising, as the 
poet-teacher docs, the performance of his pupils. 

As Solodow 1988.216 (with 254, n. 31 ) and Stroh 1968.580, n. 43, observe, the senti­
ment also resembles a precept used in rhetorical education, that the orator's arrifice should 
never appear (Quint. 1.11.3, 4.2.127). But it is one thing to meet such a statement in rhe­
torical handbooks yet quite another in works addressed to the very audience toward whom 
the speaker's ars is to be directed. 

3• Cf. Elsner 1991 b.1 61, who notes a complementary problem with raking the phrase 
as a simple statement of the triumph of art over nature: that art can triumph over nature 
only by ceasing to be seen as art." ... its very nature as art must be abandoned for it to be 
recognized as real." 

37 So also Schonbeck 1999.301-2. 
JM Contra Barkan 1986.76 for whom i111erca is "ingenuous," though I agree with his own 

emphasis on Pygmalion's dclighr in rhc arritidal per sc. 
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as statue.39 And the text is rather uncertain, in this earlier phase, about 
whether he would even want the statue to come to life. What he secretly 
wishes to ask of Venus is for the statue to be his wife, and the text makes 
clear that is not at all the same thing: he dares not say sit coniunx ... 
eburnea virgo (10.275), and so he uses the representational capacity of 
art to hide his real desire and outwardly prays for a wife "like the ivory 
statue," simi/is .. . eburnae (10.276). When he embraces the image, he 
does not so much want it to come to life as fear its coming to life: "He 
was afraid lest a bruise appear on the pressed limbs," metuit pressos ne 
veniat livor in artus (10.258). The phrase brilliantly shows the overlap 
of the tendencies toward reification and aestheticization. For the term 
livor, translated as bruise and suggesting that the statue has assumed the 
physical susceptibility of real flesh, last appeared as a term describing 
the personified Envy acting as critic of Arachne's tapestry (6.129-30); a 
bruise would indeed be a flaw such a critic might well attack (veniat in), 
and the pun between artus and ars heightens this way of reading. Nor 
when he dresses the statue, offers it gifts, and even lays it on a couch, 
does this unequivocally imply personification, because all of these things 
were done to actual statues in the course of religious worship.40 

The first scholar to treat the Pygmalion episode primarily as an explo­
ration of the dilemmas of realism was Jas Elsner. Elsner reacted against 
the traditional interpretation of Pygmalion as above all a paradigm of 
the miraculous artist by showing how much more attention is devoted to 
his role as viewer of the statue he has created. Thus, Pygmalion's experi­
ence can tell us at least as much about the audience's response as about 
the ambitions of Ovid or Orpheus, who is the immediate narrator of the 
story. Pygmalion's desire for the statue to come to life is an exaggerated 
description of a potential reaction of all observers of mimetic arts and, 
for readers of Ovid's narrative, meshes with the desire for the narrative 
itself to achieve closure-if not with their own infatuation with the ivory 
maiden.41 The miraculous fulfillment of Pygmalion's prayer, however, the 
metamorphosis of the statue into a real woman, changes everything in 

39 Significantly, the starue is described as a representation of a woman onl)' after Pygma· 
lion's prayer to the goddess, where it is described as the simulacrum suae puellae (1 0.280). 
This is precisely what it is not in the first portion of the na rrative, where its forma differ­
entiates it from real women: it has the form with which no woman could have been born. 

This is a particularly interesting shift in light of Liveley's (1999.212-13) suggestion that 
the transformation in the statue parallels a simila r change in Pygmalion from artist ro lover 
simply by virtue of acting like one. 

40 Schonbeck 1999.307-8 sees them as reAections of Near Eastern rituals that "sublimi­
nally" prepare for the goddess's epiphany. 

41 Friinkel1945.44 provides a notorious example of a reader who comes to share Pygma­
lion's fantasy (Eisner 1991 b.164, Sharrock 1991a.48, n. 62). 
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Elsner's view. The superhuman nature of this resolution, precisely because 
it crosses the bounds of realism, brings the reader up short, exposing the 
desire for the image to become real as pure fantasy. This is also the point 
where the reader's perspective parts company from that of Pygmalion, 
who becomes himself a figure of fantasy, left behind in the enjoyment of a 
fairy tale "happily ever after." Such a reading accords very well with Ga­
linsky's view of Ovid as an ironist, continually exposing the fundamental 
unbelievability of his stories and shattering the audience's absorption in 
them. Ars may have disappeared for Pygmalion, but for the reader the 
trap has been sprung, and he is out of danger. 

Elsner's examination of the episode in terms of theories of aesthetic 
response is fundamental to my own reading, but I suggest that Pygmalion 
and the reader-spectator are at once more distinguishable at the begin­
ning of the episode than Elsner implies and closer together at its conclu­
sion. This makes viewing in the episode a rather more open-ended model 
for literary reception. It is not quite, as we have seen, that Pygmalion's 
treatment of the beloved implies a fantasy of art coming to life; it can also 
imply the much stranger one of its not doing so. The "you" who would 
believe the statue had come to life until being apprised of the deceptions 
of art, in such a reading, would not be the artist, who both knows all 
about art and wants no such thing-who adores his statue because of its 
difference from the real. In his discussion of the actual metamorphosis, 
Elsner claims that "in the moment of miracle, Ovid turns the viewer­
reader (until then a participant of Pygmalion's desire) into a voyeur-the 
excluded observer of an imagined world that can never be anything but 
fantasy." Yet, given that this is a third-person narration and thus the audi­
ence is always to some degree externalized, Ovid seems to have worked 
specifically to make the perspective of Pygmalion available to the reader 
even at the moment when the statue becomes real. Indeed, her metamor­
phosis is never explicitly described as a fact by the narrator, who goes out 
of his way not to say that Venus turned the statue into a real girl. Rather 
the reader can share Pygmalion's growing awareness that this change has 
actually taken place. The poet begins his description of her with the word 
visa, "seemed," and the person to whom she seemed to grow warm was 
Pygmalion. Nor does Pygmalion respond as the inhabitant of a world 
where these things happen every day. His reaction to the miracle is as­
tonishment and disbelief, just what we would expect of an encounter 
with the supernatural. Here too Pygmalion can be seen as a surrogate for 
even a skeptical viewer-reader, suddenly confronted with such an event.42 

• 2 The simile comparing the statue as it gradually sofrt•ns w tht• wax of Mount Hymet­

tus, warmed hy the sun, perhaps suggests how the process involve~ rt dHHif.l<" in the viewer's 
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Of course, the reader's awareness of the criteria of plausibility does not 
cease to operate either-one can always read this story in the way that 
Elsner suggests-but the moment of metamorphosis, rather than closing 
down options and simplifying the reader's position, intensifies the tension 
between alternative impulses. Both ends of the episode focus on the same 
contrasts in ways of viewing, between recognizing the artificiality of art 
and accepting its illusions. 

If our acceptance of the miracle is predicated on beholding it through 
the eyes of Pygmalion, this points to another area of overlap between 
how one responds to the crafted statue and to Ovid's own text. To make 
this point, I begin with a simple demonstration of a locus where constru­
ing the syntax of the poem raises questions about the extent to which one 
has accepted the illusions of art. The ecphrasis of the statue begins at line 
250 by describing it as the image of a "true" maiden, "which you would 
believe, if modesty/respect did not stand in the way, to wish to be moved," 
quam vivere credas I et, si non obstet reverentia, velle moveri. As Ovid/ 
Orpheus slips "you" into the role of the viewer of the statue, the text 
itself exposes and appropriates the paradoxes of such viewing. "Which" 
(quam) is ambiguous; it can refer to the true maiden, or merely to the 
"appearance" of a true maiden (facies). So too the rest of the sentence can 
remain a connoisseur's appraisal of the image, or an evaluation of what 
that image represents. Equally double-edged is the qualifying conditional. 
Who experiences reverence? The viewer, who knows that the statue can­
not really come to life, and so does not allow himself really to believe that 
it has? Or the maiden, who is kept by her modesty from desiring motion, 
a word that can have a strongly sexual connotation? The question of 
the statue's motion has thus become a problem of perspective: what was 
once an objective description of the properties of miraculous statues has 
moved very much into the eye of the beholder. 

A complementary transformation takes place in the treatment of the 
statue's sight. As the sentence we have just looked at makes clear, what is 
involved in the viewer's establishment of the statue as real is possession 
of its own subjective attitudes. If you are speculating about the modesty 
of the maiden represented, you have already crossed the line. So too in 
the description of the miracle itself, the moment when the statue comes 

perceptions as much as in the material reality of the image. The primary point of the simile 
is to describe the statue's ability to take on new shapes in response to the pressure of the 
artist-lover's hands. Bur the image of soft wax also figures in philosophical descriptions of 
how the mind comes to accept and retain sense perceptions (see esp. Plato Tht. 19lc-d). 
The mind is like a block of wax and images are impressed on it. The expression ipsoq11e fit 
uti/is 11s11 (1 0.286) also suggests the procedures by which the mind comes to decide which 
impressions are true, by comparing them with previous experiences. 
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to life, described as I have suggested in terms of the perceptions of the 
viewer, focuses on the transition from being seen to seeing. At 281, the 
statue seems to grow warm (visa est); at 294, when the change is com­
plete, she sees (vidit: the expression describing her raising her "light" [i.e., 
eyes, lumen] to the "lights" [lumina] similarly accentuated the transition 
from active to passive).43 

The emphasis on the statue's ability to see as the culmination of the 
miracle helps make her metamorphosis the axis on which the entire nar­
rative structure of the episode turns. Here we must remember the impli­
cations of watching this change through the eyes of a figure, Pygmalion, 
whose experience is described not by the main narrator of the poem but 
by Orpheus, whose song makes up the bulk of the tenth book. Each 
of these intervening interpreters contributes a discernible color to the 
way the story is told.44 Not only can Pygmalion function as a surrogate 
viewer, whose possible desire for the transformation is available to the 
audience, but his own particular reactions to women, his hatred of what 
he perceives as the vice of the Propoetides, also inform the narrative's 
emphasis on the statue maiden's purity. This in turn recalls the didactic 
program of Orpheus's song: "Let us sing of boys beloved of the gods and 
of how girls, baffled by illicit desires, have earned punishment through 
pleasure" (10.152-54). Orpheus's rejection of women as erotic objects 
derives in turn from his tragic loss of Eurydice, and it is not hard to see in 
the tale of the artist whose prayers are answered and whose gaze brings 
life rather than condemning the beloved to death the happy resolution 
that was denied his quest for Eurydice. The strong motives of each of 
these "focalizers" may help encourage the reader's distance from, and 
skepticism toward, the miracle. And in fact Pygmalion's perspective, far 
from providing greater immediacy to the account of the transformation, 
has increasingly become a focus of critical attention.45 But if the com­
ing to life of fictional creations depends on a recognition of their own 

• ·
1 Still problematic is the question of whether any real subjectivity can emerge from the 

ivory maiden other than the projection of the viewer/maker's fantasy. In this connection, it 
is interesting to note Ovid's treatment of the third traditional element in the animation of 
statues, speech. The ivory maiden remains mute throughout; as Pygmalion 's creation, she 
never gets the chance to speak, but at the very moment of the change, Pygmalion himself 
suddenly begins to speak, an act "pregnantly" described as "conceiving words" (concipit I 
verba, 290-91-emphasized by enjambment). In addition to highlighting for Ovid's audi­
ence the incompleteness of the statue's coming to life, the words may also place Pygmalion 
in the role of the statue, that is, they remind the reader that he himself is no more than a 
representation, crafted by Orpheus, who was crafted by Ovid, come to life. 

" For the importance of these levels of narration in the poem, with special reference to 
the Pygmalion story, sec Wheeler 1999.154-61. 

' ·' Seecsp.Sharrock I991a, 1991b, and Lively 1999. 
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ability to see, then in acknowledging Pygmalion's own point of view we 
have accepted the vividness of another artistic creation. For Pygmalion 
is but a representation produced through the medium of Orpheus's song, 
and Orpheus in turn by Ovid's. Thus, the miracle of the statue's coming 
to life, remote as it is from the primary narrative, casts a transforming 
glow on all the intervening levels of representation. On the other hand 
looking back at the saccharine description of the ivory statue's first expe~ 
rience of sight, "she saw her lover at the same moment she saw the sky" 
(10.294), we may decide that it really is too good to be true-again from 
Pygmalion's point of view. He has not seen what she has seen or seen that 
she sees, but has simply projected his own fantasies onto a subject who 
will never come to life because she can never speak in her own words. 
So too the tale fits Orpheus's own schema a little too perfectly-perhaps 
he simply made it up?-and, after all, this is nothing but a collection of 
unbelievable stories put together by Ovid. The ambiguities imposed by 
the narrative structure thus come to approximate, and to depend on, the 
dilemma of the realist image. 

The Pygmalion episode, therefore, highlights the disjunction between 
two modes of viewing realist art, both of which Ovid makes available 
to his reader while also pointing out how that reader's response to im­
ages affects his response to the poem as well. Something more, however, 
is at stake in the Pygmalion narrative than an exploration of aesthetic 
response or establishing a program for Ovidian fiction. The story also 
shows how the question of viewing acquires a religious dimension that 
relates it very closely to the experience of rituals like sacrifice, as its nar­
rative context suggests. 

The Pygmalion story comes after two brief and, at first glance, fairly 
straightforward accounts of metamorphosis as an instrument of divine 
vengeance, both situated on Cyprus and involving the same divinity, 
Venus, who works the miracle for the sculptor. In the first instance, she 
turns the Cerastae into bullocks to punish them for sacrificing visitors at 
the altar of Jupiter (10.220-37); in the second, the Propoetides are pun­
ished for denying the divinity of Venus. They are first made prostitutes 
and then, as an extension of the same process, turned to stone as a result 
of their shamelessness (10.238-42). A reader beginning the Pygmalion 
story might well believe that, as in the narrative complex at the beginning 
of book 6, she was going to encounter yet another tale of punishment for 
questioning the priority of the gods set in the same locale.46 Indeed, the 
traditional story of Pygmalion would have fit well in this context, for the 

46 Compare, for example, the tales of Arachne, Niobe, the Lycian peasants, and Marsyas, 
all set in Asia Minor. 
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only recoverable pre-Ovidian versions of the story describe Pygmalion as 
another violator of the divine, in this case by having sexual intercourse 
with a statue of VenusY 

Both the context of the episode and, quite possibly, prior knowledge of 
the story thus prepare the reader to pay particular attention to the inter­
actions between men and gods in the narrative and so to be struck by the 
piety of Ovid's Pygmalion. This piety, of course, also (too?) ideally suits 
the rhetorical situation of the internal narrator Orpheus, whose entire 
song is addressed to a goddess, the muse, and carefully observes the hym­
nic proprieties by beginning with Jupiter. For Elsner, the religious issue 
in the story was bound up with the question of whether what the statue 
represents is a mortal woman or a goddess. By leaving this question aside, 
and by nailing down the mortal identity of the statue through the device 
of making the agalmatophilic viewer the very creator of the statue, who 
ought to know whether it is a goddess or a woman, Elsner suggests that 
Ovid "concentrates the story around the problem of realism which, while 
it is transgressive in making the marble or ivory flesh, is precisely not a 
problem of the human transgressing the divine."48 

And yet much in Ovid's tale suggests that the two kinds of transgres­
sion are closely linked and that the response to statues indeed involves 
the boundaries between human and divine. For a start, the belief that the 
statue is alive and "wishes to be moved" is prohibited by reverentia, an 
emotion very much at home in defining the ideal relations between men 
and gods. To believe that the statue has come to life would indeed be an 
offense against the divine. It would be to locate the ability to make real­
ity in the hands of a mortal as opposed to a divine craftsman. As such, 
the capacity to see a real maiden in the statue connects closely with the 
capacity to animate metamorphic images described in the first chapter, 
as well as the seeing of mortal countenances among the divine victims of 
the gods on Arachne's tapestry, who of course was punished specifically 
for failing to acknowledge the priority of the gods. At the same time, 
though, the text is equally adamant in saving the artist Pygmalion from 
the kind of transgression of which he was guilty in earlier versions of the 
myth. The bruise that Pygmalion fears will appear on "pressed" limbs 
offers a transmutation of the familiar story that the statue's lover had 
indeed left a mark on the object of his desire in the form of a semen stain 
preserved on the statue itself.49 Despite its differences, the evocation of 

47 For detailed accounts of these other versions, both preserved in the contexts of Christian 
polemics against pagan image worship, see Elsner 1991 b.157-59 and Rosati 1983.54-61. 

4H Elsner 1991 b.158-59. 
49 The fear of the bruise fascinatingly transposes this earlier kind of staining because it 

requires an opposite sort of realism. The actual mark on the real statue left hy the attempt at 
intercourse requires no asscnr ro artistic illusion. Its origin may lw pervc·r~e h111 it i~ not mi-
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this earlier act of violation serves as a reminder that it is not only through 
accepting illusion that the boundaries between human and divine can 
be overstepped. For the Pygmalion who assaults the statue of Venus is 
perhaps guilty not only because of what the statue represents but because 
the statue itself is a sacred object. He is not necessarily to be imagined 
as someone who Ixion-like tried to rape a goddess; he is, rather, like the 
Cerastae, a defiler of religious rites. In terms of Ovid's statue, which has 
no sacred aspect, this other side of Pygmalion's transgression suggests a 
diametrically opposed way in which modes of viewing can violate the 
boundaries between gods and men, not because the viewer brings the 
images to life but because he does not, because the man-made artifact 
has taken over the role that ought to belong to the real-hence Pygma­
lion's castigation of natura (picked up again in the verb nasci, used in line 
10.248 to differentiate his product from a "natural" one). 

In this light what is particularly remarkable about Ovid's version of 
the story is its scrupulous avoidance of both kinds of impiety. The artist 
does not create a statue that comes to life; only Venus can do that. Nor 
has he accepted a substitute, so to speak, by actually consummating his 
passion for the artifact. Pygmalion's love for the statue as a narrative of 
courtship comes pretty far before the intervention of Venus. After the 
preliminaries of gifts and favors, he lays it on his bed and calls it the part­
ner of his couch, but actual coniugium comes only after the goddess, and 
not the artist, has brought the statue to life. Desire then finds fulfillment 
only in a divinely wrought reality, and the narrative explicitly makes this 
point. Yet, as we have seen, in doing so it has risked its own authority 
among its readers. In fact, the role of Venus has proved among the most 
controversial aspects of the story and has prompted a variety of contrast­
ing readings among recent scholars. For Barkan, for example, Venus's 
intervention is "merely a grace note" that, far from distracting from the 
miraculous capacity of human art to create living images, serves perhaps 
to exalt and dignify it: it is easily read through as a mere trope. Elsner by 
contrast, regards the intervention as crucial but not so much because it 
adds theological implications to the act of viewing as because it narrativ­
izes the problems of the reception of artistic illusion, bringing the viewer's 
fantasy to life.50 And these modern responses, while they perhaps do not 
formulate the issues involved in the same terms, no doubt mirror the 
hermeneutic challenge and surprise that this moment in particular would 

raculous; in fact, the presence of the stain on the statue becomes a reminder that the statue 
is nothing other than a statue and, as such, cautions the viewer against mistaking it for a 
real woman/goddess. On the other hand, despite its easy translation into aesthetic terms, 
the mark Pygmalion fears leaving is one that could never be left on real ivory but requires 
seeing the statue as what it represents. 

50 Barkan 1986.76; Elsner l991h.l64-66. 
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have raised for ancient readers, at the point where the narrative leaves 
both the plane of events "that might have happened" and the authority 
of an established literary tradition, if indeed it was an Ovidian addition 
to a familiar story. 

How then, to summarize, does the story comment on the act of view­
ing visual representations, and how does it link that experience to the 
reception of the text? It articulates for its reader a set of alternatives for 
responding to the ivory maiden, assent to illusion and an awareness of 
artifice, making both available to its reader without unequivocally either 
exulting in the powers of illusion (as, for example, Frankel and Barkan) 
or providing a cold shower in the form of a reminder of the limits of art 
(Elsner). And it further charges the choice between these resulting views 
of art with religious and social implications by constructing a story in 
which the reader is made aware that the rewards of piety could so easily 
have been replaced by punishment for transgression. For human mimetic 
craft walks a tightrope here, with either of the views of art in play in the 
narrative liable to be read as an overstepping of limits. And the juxtapo­
sition of the miracle within the story with the narrative's own embrace 
of the miraculous both makes the reader's view of visual arts dependent 
on a decision to adopt or reject the author's fiction and correspondingly 
makes the statue a paradigm for Ovid's own ars, which similarly invites 
either consciousness of mortal craft or participation in the represented 
fiction. What keeps art "pious" in the story is above all the good inten­
tions of the audience, including the craftsmen themselves-for one result 
of making the artist predominantly a viewer in this story is to make other 
viewers artists, whose own response to the narrative becomes essential 
both for "bringing the statue to life" and for doing so without violating 
the limits of the human through hubris or idolatry. And this effect, which 
so closely resembles the involvement of the viewer in artistic reception 
described in chapter 2, receives further impetus here in the multiple au­
thorship of the story, nested as it is within the song of Orpheus. Orpheus 
tells the story in a way that forcibly demonstrates the cooperation of di­
vine power and human craft in suiting the narrative for his own audience. 
Ovid may be seen as doing so as well, especially when the text is read 
back through the lens of the exile poetry. But in both cases Ovid makes 
it easy for the reader to view the whole story through very different eyes, 
disbelieving the miracle of the transformation as mere fiction, penetrat­
ing the Orphic emphasis on the god's responsiveness to the desires of 
the artist,S1 and seeing through the Ovidian emphasis on the propriety 

5 1 One interesting way in which the narrator seems to foreclose assent to Orpheus's tale, 
or at least encourage the reader to think about discrepancies between level~ of narration, is 
by placing the beginning of Orphcus"s son11 jusr afrer rhc srory of Cypnri~~ u' (I 0.1 ()(,-42), 
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of creation. This chain of human " readers" must in each case work out 
the implications of Pygmalion's, Orpheus's, and Ovid's creations accord­
ing to each reader's own preferences and preconceptions, and such an 
extended tradition of debate, bridging the difference between myth and 
present and image and text, becomes an important way in which art re­
tains its religious dimension. 

This religious dimension has many aspects. Philip Hardie, building on 
the text's suggestion that Venus herself is also directly present in the nar­
rative in the form of a statue, links the debate over the reality of artis­
tic images explored through the Pygmalion episode to their capacity to 
summon up the real presences of divinities. "The boundary between the 
suspension of disbelief operative in viewing works of art or reading texts 
and the worshipper's faith in the presence of his god is a fluid one."52 In 
consequence, the reader by accepting the fiction of the statue's coming 
to life not only approximates the experience, and indeed the potential 
doubt, of the worshiper before the image, but opens the door to accept­
ing the gods who animate Ovid's fictional world no longer as literary 
creations, the inherently unbelievable gods of myth, but as the present 
divinities of cult. At the opposite extreme from this we might imagine an 
interpretation that would treat religion very much as a figure for purely 
political issues. The gods, with their homes scattered along heaven's Pala­
tine, as Ovid puts it, become stand-ins for the powers that be, in particu­
lar of course Augustus, the most powerful reader of the poem and one 
with a great deal at stake in protecting the borders between reality and 
representation from Ovidian incursions. But while there is no legislating 
on the degree of religiosity involved in Ovid's deployment of Venus here, 
by the very fact of raising these possibilities for the reader the poem fa­
cilitates a reflection on modes of divine interaction that itself qualifies the 
poem as a religious instrument. 

And the figuration of these theological aspects of the text through 
questions about the power of images comes into greater relief through 
a second pattern of more explicitly religious imagery within which the 

which has the same basic plot line as Pygmalion and echoes much of irs la nguage while a lso 
transparently calling to mind the experience of Orpheus with Eurydice. Cyparissus, himself 
a beloved of Apollo, has made a fetish of a sacred deer and adores it in ways that predict 
the various adornments and services Pygmalion offers the statue. When he accidentally kills 
the deer while hunting, he is consumed in grief. But rather than either allowing Cyparissus 
to die as he wishes, or bringing the lost beloved to life, the god in this story offers a "reality 
check " by reminding Cyparissus "to lament moderately and in proportion to the material" 
(ut leviter pro materiaque doleret, 10.133). This advice, especially given the artistic con­
notations of "materia," might well have been offered by Venus to Pygmalion, and if the 
literary connotations of materia are heard, would be a useful caution for Orpheus as well. 

52 Hardie 2002c.191, whose reading draws in turn on the fundamental article of Gordon 
1979 on the religious properties of images in Greek and Roman culture. 
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Pygmalion story is embedded; this is none other than s_acrifice. The ex~e­
rience of sacrifice, like Hardie's statue of Venus, provides another pomt 
of contact between a mythical tale and the immediate realities of reli­
gious practice. And sacrifice in turn initiates questions of identification 
and difference between the participant and the victim that replicate the 
problems of viewing raised by the artistic image. 

The connection of Orpheus's entire song with etiologies of ritual prac­
tice has been observed by several scholars.53 The death of Hyacinthus, 
the first major tale told by Orpheus, ends with the Spartan festival of the 
Hyacinthia, and the death of Adonis at his song's end includes Venus's 
proclamation of the Adonia as an annual commemorati~n o_f her grief. In 
the case of Pygmalion's tale, the explicit etiological motive mvolves only 
the name of the island (Paphos, from Pygmalion's son, 10.297) rather 
than any cult activity. However, the narrative is preceded by sto~ies _that 
do focus on ritual practice (sacrifice and, perhaps, temple prostitution), 
and its own narrative climax occurs at precisely the kind of festival 
whose origin closes the entire "hymn" of Orpheus, an annual festival of 
Venus. 

If the subtle anachronism at work in associating the context for Pyg-
malion's story with a ritual that will only come into being to honor Pyg­
malion's great-grandson inspires a reader to think about the time rela­
tion between present and past implicit in etiology, she will find further 
encouragement in another pattern of imagery running throughout the 
episode. The ivory from which Pygmalion makes his statue has recently 
been taken as emblematic of the unbelievability of the miraculous nar­
rative as a whole.54 But what has not received equal attention in these 
discussions is that this ivory statue is quite literally surrounded by the 
antithetical material, horn.55 In the story of the Cerastae, whose very 
name means "horned," the horns of sacrificial victims prompt the god­
dess's decision to turn the Cerastae themselves into bullocks. So at the 
very halfway point of Pygmalion's story the account of the festival of 
Venus similarly describes how "the heifers, with spreading horns covered 
in gold, fell at the altar, their snowy necks struck" (10.271-72). Horns 
also provide closure as the statue-maiden's parturition is dated at the 
time when "the moon's horns shall nine times have been brought to a full 
circle" (10.296). The last reference to time may at first seem to have noth­
ing to do with ritual, except that the cyclicality of festivals receives par­
ticular attention in both the Hyacinthus and the Adonis stories (annua, 

sJ First noted by Barchiesi 1999. 11 7-19 and developed hy Hardie 2002c.92- 94. 
H Esp. Eisner 1991b, also Liveley 1999. 
ss Though rhe linguistic presence of horn, sacrifice, and their v.t riou' nn.tgr.tnt~ is ob-

served and analyzed hy Ahl 1985.24~.5. 



272 • Chapter 6 

10.2~9; annua, 10.727, both emphatic, at the beginning of the line), and 
the birth of Paphos occupies the same structural position in Pygmalion's 
story that etiology does in the other two. 

If ivory then signifies what is impossibly fictional and remote from 
everyday experience about the story (an association enhanced perhaps by 
the traditional use of ivory for representations of the divine) then horn 
brings i_t . down to earth-or emphasizes that remoteness-by recalling 
the realities of both the human life cycle and the ritual practices that still 
today provide the means of contact between mortals and gods. This use 
of horn to signify what remains the same emerges especially from the 
Cerastae story, where it is the horns left behind from previous sacrifices 
t?at mark the new form of Venus's victims (note relinqui,10.236) and 
Simultaneously define their textual presence in Ovid's poem (Cerastae) . 

But sacrificial ritual works to correlate present and past as more than 
just an allusion. I argued in the preceding chapter that Ovid's interest 
in the visual "transformations" between participant and victim in the 
sacrificial process provides an important area of overlap between the 
responses evoked by his own visualized descriptions of metamorphosis 
and the ritual experience of the contemporary reader. In the case of the 
Pygmalion story the density of sacrificial imagery connects this pattern 
of seeing likeness and difference with the viewer's response to artistic 
representations. The account of the Adonia already combines the kind of 
annual reenactment offered by ritual with the mimetic capacities of art, 
the language of which is strikingly present in the passage: the Adonia will 
provide a mortis imago as the celebrants enact plangoris ... simulamina 
nostrae (10.726-27). And though sacrifice per se was not a feature of the 
Adonia, the phrase mortis imago offers a link between the mimetic as­
pects of ritual and this practice, especially if we remember the account of 
the visual traces of sacrificial victims in the story of the Cerastae. Indeed 
within the Pygmalion story itself comes a striking incentive to see th: 
image as victim and the victim as image. While others have drawn atten­
tion to the similarities between the ivory statue and the ritual image of 
"Golden Venus" (10.277), she also shares a strong visual connection with 
the_ heifers, ~oth in her costly adornment and, above all, in her snowy 
whiteness (mveum 10.247- nivea 10.272). 
T~ understand the significance o f such a connection, let us look in more 

detail at the way in which the visual aspects of sacrifice are described in 
the Cerastae episode: 

At si forte roges fecundam Amathunta meta/lis, 
an genuisse velit Propoetidas, abnuat aeque 
atque illos, gemino quondam quibus aspera cornu 
frons erat, unde etiam nomen traxere Cerastae. 
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ante (ores horum stabat Iovis Hospitis ara 
finlugubris scelerisf quam siquis sanguine tinctam 
advena vidisset, mactatos crederet illic 
lactantes vitulos Amathusiacasque bidentes: 
hospes erat caesus! sacris offensa nefandis 
ipsa suas urbes Ophiusiaque arva parabat 
deserere alma Venus. "sed quid loca grata, quid urbes 
peccavere meae? quod" dixit "crimen in illis? 
exilio poenam potius gens inpia pendat 
vel nece vel siquid medium est mortisque fugaeque. 
idque quid esse potest, nisi versae poena figurae? " 
dum dubitat, quo mutet eos, ad cornua vultum 
flexit et admonita est haec illis posse relinqui 
grandiaque in torvos transformat membra iuvencos. 

(10.220-37) 

And if by chance you ask the city of Amathus, rich in metals, whether 
she would wish to have born the Propoetides, she would say no, as 
she would for those whose forehead was once made harsh with a 
twin horn, whence they take their name, Cerastae. Before their house 
stood the altar of Jupiter, protector of strangers; . .. if some stranger 
should see this altar stained with blood, he would believe that milk­
fed calves or young Amathusian sheep were sacrificed there. But it 
was a guest who had been slaughtered! Offended by these unspeak­
able rites, nourishing Venus prepared to desert her own cities and 
the Ophiusian fields. "But how have these pleasant places, how have 
my cities sinned?" she said. "What is their crime? Rather let the im­
pious race pay the penalty with exile, or with death, or if there is 
anything between exile and death. And what can that be but the 
punishment of transformation?" And while she wondered what she 
should change them into, she bent her countenance toward the horns 
and was reminded that these horns could be left to those, and she 
changed their large limbs into muscled cattle. 

The substance of this story unites issues from two earlier episodes that 
have been important in my argument. The motif of divine punishment for 
the murder of a stranger recalls Jupiter's punishment of Lycaon, the first 
animal metamorphosis in the poem as a whole. 56 As in that episode, from 

s6 Orpheus interestingly replicates the first two metamorphosis narratives from the be­
ginning of Ovid's own carmen, with rhe Hyacinrhus story replacing Apollo and Daphne, 
but he does so in reverse order. This reversal, especia lly given rhe strongly marked con­
nections between rhe Daphne story and rhc genre of elegy, confirms a parrrrn observed by 
Janan 1988.114 whereby Orpheus as rhc epic pocr become love pm•t rcvt'rM~S Ovid's own 
progression from elegy ro epic. 
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the god's perspective there is an important likeness between the victim 
and the new form in the transformation from large limbs to the rolls of 
muscle on the cattle.57 But rather than being converted into an unmis­
takable predator, as Lycaon was, the Cerastae take on the image of the 
ideal victim of their actions, the cattle that are the proper sacrificial of­
ferings. This substitution for the victim makes their punishment symboli­
cally echo the experience of their own actual victims. For the "stranger" 
who would think that the blood on the altars was the blood of animal 
victims is surely about to find himself taking their place-he is another 
hospes ready for slaughter.58 This moment when the viewer recognizes 
himself as the object of his gaze recalls the situation of Cadmus and the 
snake59 and the whole dynamic of the victor seeing/becoming the victim 
that permeates the Theban narrative of book 3. In the discussion of that 
passage, I suggested that in a sacrificial context an overidentification with 
the victim inverted the socializing effect of sacrifice by making the viewer 
too readily perceive himself not as the agent of collective violence but as 
its object and hence an outsider. And here we find precisely such a point 
of view used in an explicitly sacrificial scene where the victim is indeed a 
stranger to the community. The goddess's transformation of the Cerastae 
then both replicates their own crime and undoes its damage. We now 
join in the condemnation of the killers, seeing them as "other" and as 
legitimate victims, while being assured that their new form indeed signi­
fies who they are at last rather than appearing as an alien imposition. As 
a result, the possibility of proper sacrifice is restored. 

A similar question involving the evaluation of an external form as 
being like what it represents also appears in the following story, that of 
the Propoetides, but here the narrative does not inspire such universal 
assent as it does in the case of the Cerastae. The Propoetides' original 
crime is denial of Venus' divinity. If the Cerastae destroy the distinction 
between participant and victim, their crime is the mirror opposite, for 
they assimilate the goddess and her human worshipers. The goddess pun­
ishes their disobedience by driving them to prostitution. The effect of this 
is perhaps dubious in light of the original offense; for, while the transfor­
mation demonstrates the power of the love goddess over mortals, it has 
the curious resu lt of making them resemble promiscuous divinities still 
more closely.60 The maidens' final transformation into statues is made to 

s7 The recognizability of the victim plays an important role in the next narrative as well, 
where the petrifaction of the shameless Propoetides is noted as a "slight change" (parvo 
discrimine, 10.242). 

ss So Anderson 1972.494. 
s9 Note that Ovid here uniquely deploys the epithet Ophiusian (transparently derived 

from the Greek ophis, " serpent" ) to describe Cyprus ( 1 0.229). 
60 So a desire to emulate the practices of the gods formed part of Byblis's specious self­

exhortation toward sexual transgression (9.497-501 ). 
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appear as the natural extension of their shameless nature. Like Lycaon's 
transformation into a wolf, its aptness is conveyed through the impres­
sion that it happens spontaneously, without any intervention on the part 
of the god, as well as by the explicit narratorial (Orphic) comment that 
between statues and prostitutes there is but a slight difference. Hence too, 
perhaps, the rather strange claim that they prostituted their bodies (cor­
pora) together with their appearance (forma ), a phrase that suggestively 
deploys the programmatic terms of metamorphosis. In the first line of the 
poem, forms were said to be changed into new bodies. If that formulation 
allowed for a discrepancy between sign and substance, the insistence on 
the unity of corpora and forma here would seem to be a way of insisting 
that the Propoetides really are what they seem. 

And yet, as Genevieve Liveley has recently underlined, the Propoet­
ides were not by their nature shameless, though for the internal viewer 
Pygmalion this is indeed the root of their crime.61 Again their exemplary, 
socia lly cohesive value comes from seeing the statues as the Propoetides; 
a quite different evaluation of the goddess's power comes from an aware­
ness that the very behavior their transformation commemorates was 
imposed as a punishment by the goddess, and that their original crime 
can be construed as an exaltation of human capacities, which the mortal 
reader/viewer shares. Seeing a real presence within the stone maiden then 
involves a recognition of sameness that now has the potential to contro­
vert rather than stabilize hierarchies.62 

Questions of how to read metamorphoses, energized by the motifs of 
sacrifice, color the problems of viewing from the beginning of the Pyg­
malion story. For what we previously saw as Pygmalion's aestheticizing 
reading of images, reducing them to nothing other than representational 
artifacts, here corresponds to a reading of the Propoetides' metamorpho­
sis that privileges final appearances, the shameless prostitutes of legend 
(cf. feruntur), over any internal living presence. Conversely, the reader's 
potential view of the statue as "real" offers a mirror image of the experi­
ence of the imaginary stranger viewing the sacrificial scene left by the 
crimes of the Cerastae. If such a person would have seen the altar of Jupi­
ter, he would have believed that what he saw was not human; seeing the 
statue, "you" would believe that it was. There, a sense of security from 
danger was based on a mistaken assumption of difference; here, desire is 
kindled by a mistaken impression of sameness. As the stranger's loss of 
security goes together with a realization of the limits of human crime, a 
transgression that the Lycaon parallel suggests implies a defiance of the 
divinity, so here the ultimate frustration of that desire, to accept for the 

6 1 Livclcy 1999.200-204. 
62 For an extended analysis of how another petrified scorner of the gods provokes similnr 

questions, st·c the discussion of Niobe in the next chapter. 
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moment Elsner's reading of the ending, comes with a reminder of the 
limitations of human power. 

My argument, then, is not for a rigidly schematic correspondence be­

tween the status of metamorphosed transgressor, sacrificial victim, and 

work of art. A case could be made that viewing the statue as a sacrificial 

heifer reveals the violent occlusion of an individual point of view re­

quired for an objectivizing perspective on the image as focus of desire.63 

A case could also be made the other way, that for the reader who has 

a lready seen the statue as human, the recognition of the heifers as like her 

provides an equivalent alienation from the sense of divine preeminence 

actualized by sacrifice. (Men can create life, too.) Different readers will be 

willing to entertain either or both points of view. But what I would insist 

on is that the Pygmalion episode reveals a degree of overlap between aes­

thetic and religious judgments that opens out the significance of Ovid's 

own act of poetic mimesis by at once pointing out and sharing in theca­

pacity of representational art to approximate the effect of cult experience 

as a locus for defining boundaries between the human and divine. 

II. DOMESTIC GODDESSES 

Th_e overlap between text and image we observed in the Europa episode 

pomts us toward another aspect of the nature of viewing in Augustan 

Rome that provides an important context for "reading" works of art 

~ithi~ the poem. As we have seen, Ovid is by no means unique in ask­

mg h1s readers to visualize his narrative-that was standard rhetorical 

practice-but when we look beyond the literary context to consider the 

contemporary visual environment, this reaching out of the text toward 

the visual answers a tendency on the part of the visual arts to invite 

narrativiza~i?n . 64 This can happen, for instance, when paintings depict 

scenes famd1ar from well-known literary narratives,65 or, more distinc-

'" This would be an extension of rhe genera l readings offered by Liveley and Sharrock 

(note 45 _in this chapter), taking the statue as a figure replicating and exposing rhe male 
consrruct1on of women. 

"' For another example of rhe centrality of an effort to narrarivize to the reception of 

mythological pamnng, sec rhe suggestive discussion of Leach 1988.309- 60. 

''' Let me be clear that rhis claim is nor to grant rhe li terary priority over the visual as 

though images of Achilles were mere illustrations of the Iliad, bur simply to observe rhat 

rhe Images themselves were often of scenes that invited rhc reader ro supply a befo re and 

after because of his knowledge of rexrs. Cf. Kurrner 2003.11 3: "\XIhar ro feel and how ro 

identify on:sclf in rhe iconic Roman arrscape: paradigmatic literatures offered rhe scripts 

and the des1gncd landscapes offered stages on which ro impersonate these canonic stories." 

Kuttner goes on ro make an observation thar has largely inspired the subject of rhis section: 

"Story itself may generate lands and waters, as throughout Ovid's fasti and MetamorpiJO­

ses, which inhabited water gardens of the first <.:l'ntury ll.C." (Kuttner 200.3.114). 
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tively, when the arrangement of pictures within the domestic environ­

ment gives a plot and order to a sequence of images that both guide 

and complicate their interpretation. As an example of the first kind of 

narrativization, one of the best, if most extreme, examples is to be found 

in the dining grotto of Augustus's villa at Sperlonga, as analyzed by Ann 

Kuttner. 66 This extraordinary complex offered a comprehensive sensory 

experience in which illusion and reality overlapped: a triclinium set in a 

natural grotto, reached by boat, and overlooking pools where, in place of 

the mosaic fish that formed a standard decorative motif for such spaces, 

swam real fish. The inside of the cave offered statue groups of the sack 

of Troy and scenes from Odysseus's adventures including the encounters 

with Scylla and Polyphemus, episodes that took place not only by the sea­

shore but at a seashore very near the one viewed by the banqueters.67 As 

Kuttner's reading suggests, here was an environment where the miracu­

lous transformation of natural categories overlaps with the impression of 

entering a famous mythical narrative. 
In addition to conjuring up a temporal narrative onto which static rep­

resentations open an enticing window, the act of viewing itself can take 

on a narrative structure as the spectator tracks a path between the images 

that make up larger visual complexes, even when the scenes depicted do 

not invoke stages of a single story.68 Bettina Bergmann's analysis of the 

House of the Tragic Poet at Pompeii provides the most telling explication 

of this element of Roman spectatorship.69 The unusually rich and well­

preserved painted decoration of this home contained more than twenty 

"panels" depicting mythological scenes, many relating to the Iliad. In 

the atrium on the left and right of the entranceway stood a now lost 

nude Venus (possibly with a male lover or possibly posing before Paris) 

and Jupiter and Juno embracing on Mount Ida. The other four panels in 

this room showed Achilles sending Briseis to Agamemnon; next to that, 

Helen fleeing with Paris; and, on the opposite wall, a picture of Nep­

tune and Amphitrite beside a picture of the wrath of Achilles.70 While 

four images, possibly five depending on how Venus was presented, do 

indeed form part of a Trojan cycle, the grouping of the pictures and visual 

echoes among the figures make possible more intricate patterns of com­

parison and contrast, which in turn bring to light thematic issues ranging 

66 Kuttner 2003. 
67 Ridgway 2001 provides a convenient survey of rhe material remains of the grotto and 

the current srare of research. One might also note the recent argument of Andreae 1994 that 

Ovid's text itself provided rhe model fo r the iconography. 
68 See also Kuttner 2003.103-4 and Leach 2004.142-52. 

6'1 Bergmann 1994. 
711 Only the pictures from the right half of the room are extant, tlw Iiden on I)• partially; 

the others arc reconstructed from nineteenth-century paintings of fragmentary remain,. Fnr 

a discussion of tlw reconstruction process, sec flcrgmann 1994.2.17. 
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from philosophical exhortations toward the restraint of desire (Juno, not 
Venus) to Roman foundation myths (Venus, not Juno), to women's rites 
of passage, here coded and contrasted by status: the divine Juno whose 
marriage with Jupiter is celebrated in the panel near the entranceway 
bears a close visual resemblance to the slave Briseis being forcibly sepa­
rated from her captor Achilles. The central point about all these different 
combinations is that the story made up about the pictures depends on the 
visual choices the viewer makes and, more important, on his or her route 
among the various scenes. 

What makes Bergmann's reading of viewing so suggestive for the trans­
formation between poetic narrative and visual image that I am arguing 
Ovid's poem stimulates is that her model of reception is itself drawn from 
rhetorical techniques of memory and thus both depends upon and re­
sembles patterns of literary ordering. This is the now much-studied mne­
monic device by which, as a part of their rhetorical education, upper-class 
Greeks and Romans were taught to arrange elements in a narrative or 
argument by planting imaginary visual prompts in a specific architectural 
space, frequently a house (Rhet. ad Herr. 3.16-24). The sequence that the 
student adopts as he travels through this space with his mind's feet, so to 
speak, structures the order of presentation. As Bergmann argues, the way 
in which houses are conceptualized in this process and the visual experi­
ence of viewing real houses reciprocally affect one another: the efficacy of 
the memory technique depends after all on making imaginary spectator­
ship as real an experience as possible. The practice of using spatial order 
to establish connections between visual images dramatically complicates 
and enriches the disparate elements of a decorative program. The house 
becomes textual, and it also makes texts real by translating poetic images 
to the space where the drama of social interactions was played out. One 
of Bergmann's most telling visual echoes is the placement, in the peristyle, 
of a sacrifice of Iphigeneia directly opposite the lararium where the pa­
terfamilias would preside over household sacrifices, creating an inevitable 
mythical parallel and, one hopes, contrast for the instantiation of status 
within the actual household. 

In the concluding section of this chapter, I want to reverse Bergmann's 
perspective by going from visual ensembles back to literary ones, by dem­
onstrating how one book of Ovid, the second, ending with the image of 
Europa previously analyzed, can be read as constructing its own house 
of memory. Lest from the start this seem a circular project of reapplying 
primarily literary patterns back from works of art to texts, let me point 
out that what I am attempting to show is not influence but precisely an 
overlap that encourages mental transference from one medium of recep­
tion to the other. I intend to demonstrate how Ovid uses visual details to 
generate connections and sequences among the very disparate episodes 
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of this book much in the way that the decoration of the House of the 
Tragic Poet does. Obviously literary texts are capable of creating such 
thematic patterns without asking to be compared to visual artifacts­
and Ovid's capacity for sophisticated cross-referencing between his sto­
ries requires no further demonstration-nor, as we have seen, does visual 
vividness imply the conjuring up of full-blown works of art. But if one 
model of responding to mythical ensembles like the Metamorphoses was 
in fact "memory houses" such as Bergmann describes, then it is valuable 
as an exercise in imagining ancient reception to try to read the text back 
through that paradigm. And indeed two of the characters who help frame 
the book, Callisto and Europa, were present as images in the House of 
the Tragic Poet itself. The payoff for making such a leap in this case will 
be to reveal a " domestication" of Ovid's text that not only brings a very 
remote set of stories "home" to a Roman audience by conjuring up their 
display in a familiar, everyday setting but also highlights their significance 
for issues that played out within the very spaces of the domus. 

So incoherent has the complex of narratives that conclude book 2 
seemed that one critic notoriously suggested that Ovid deliberately com­
posed this passage to show how "unsatisfying" mythical stories become 
when the metamorphosis element is emphasized above everything else.

71 

One aim of the following discussion is to turn this judgment on its head 
by showing how semiotically rich the passage becomes when we start 
precisely from the visual impressions the stories leave behind. The first 
half of this book is taken up by Phaethon's attempt to drive his father's 
chariot and the consequences of his death for his relatives: his sisters, 
who become poplar trees; his maternal relative Cygnus, who becomes a 
swan, and his father, who is so enraged at his son's death that he must 
be cajoled and bullied into resuming his regular function (2.400). As if 
to contrast with the longest continuous narrative of a single event in 
the poem, the rest of the book, via the hundred-line account of the rape 
of Callisto and Diana's transformation of her into a bear (2.401-530), 
becomes a mosaic of shorter stories whose narrative connections have 
baffled and fascinated readers.72 As Juno flies back into the air, having 
successfully persuaded Ocean not to allow her rival Callisto, now trans­
formed yet again into the constellation of the great bear, ever to find rest 
in the sea, the peacocks that draw her chariot prompt the transition to the 

7 ' Galinsky 1975.95 cited by Keith 1992.2. 
n The narratologica l complexity of book 2 has received a book-length treatment by 

Keith, who provides a good review of earlier scholarship (1992.1-7}. Sec also Tissol 
1997.153-66, the comments of Wheeler 2000.37-40, 48-S4, 70- 85, and the many percep­
tive connections observed by Anderson 1996 and now Barchicsi 200S. Gildcnhard and 
Z issos 2004 have rt·cenrly suru;csted a thematic explanation of the or~-:. 111inuion uf the hook 
as a pnrt of systematic devaluation of Atlwns in the pm·m. 
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tale of the raven, another bird whose appearance has changed (2.534). 
!he raven w~s transformed from white to black for revealing the infidel­
Ity of Caroms to her lover, the sun god. On his way to complete this fate­
ful mission, the raven is warned about the dangers of bearing bad news to 
the gods ~y another black bird, the crow (2.554). The crow had originally 
been a pnncess who was transformed into a (white) bird by Minerva to 
allow her to escape attempted rape by Neptune (2.569-88), but became 
black when she told her patroness that the daughters of Cecrops in Ath­
ens had unwrapped the basket in which she had placed the chthonic child 
Erichthonius (2.552-68). 

The narrative now shifts to the consequences of the raven's revelation 
as A~ollo slays Coronis but snatches away his unborn son Aesculapius t~ 
be ra1sed by the Centaur Chiron (2.596-632). Chiron's daughter Ocyroe 
a prophet~ss, .in the midst of telling the future of the child, is prevented 
fro~ contmumg by her own transformation into a horse (2.633-75). 
Ch1ron calls on the god of prophecy to undo the metamorphosis, but 
Apollo is not listening, being immersed in a pastoral erotic adventure in 
the western Peloponnese, in the course of which his cattle are stolen by 
Mercury. Mercury bribes the only witness, a shepherd named Bartus, to 
~onceal the t~eft, and when Bartus tries to double his profits by reveal­
mg the culpnt to the same god in disguise, he is turned into a statue 
(2.676-7?7). In flying away from exacting this punishment, Mercury sees 
and falls m love with Herse, one of the daughters of Cecrops. He enters 
h.er home at night to visit her but is stopped along the way by the same 
Sister, Aglauros, who in the past had received a bribe from Minerva not 
to reveal the secret of Erichthonius. Aglauros now asks for a monetary 
reward from Mercury for helping his affair with her sister and Minerva 
disgusted by her mercenary spirit, sends Invidia (Envy) t~ infect her. A; 
the girl becomes jealous of her sister, she refuses to allow Mercury into 
Herse's room and, in punishment, is also changed to a statue (2. 708-
832). At this point, Mercury is called away to assist his father in the 
deception of Europa, which ends the book. 

Th': boundar.ies of the book already invite comparison between literary 
and visual arts m a way that enshrines the opposition between the mobile 
aspect of metamorphosis as process and its unchanging artifacts. For not 
?nly ~oes t~is section of the poem conclude with the tableau of Europa; 
1t begms w1th another formal ecphrasis, the description of the cosmos 
d~pict':d on the doors of the sun's palace. This framing of the book with 
visual Images thus highlights the tension between the stasis of images and 
the animation of narrative motion-as Phaethon enters the picture of 
order on the doors only to destroy it. But more than that, it equates the 
process of beginning the book with entering a domus, and so invites the 
kind of pictorial reading that I am proposing. The conceptualization of 
the text as domestic space is reinforced elsewhere by its contents. If the 
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book begins with what is necessarily the most public and exposed part 
of the home, tht doors, its penultimate episode takes place in its least 
accessible regions (pars secreta domus ), the bedchambers of Cecrops's 
virgin daughters, whose arrangement is carefully delineated in the course 
of Mercury's visit (2.737ff.). 

These contrasting views of the home already give shape to the inequali­
ties involved in exchanges between gods and men: mortals approaching 
the home of a god of necessity do so by the front door, while gods materi­
alize just outside mortals' bedchambers.73 An appropriate mean between 
the supplicating mortal and the god driven by desire comes in another of 
the book's domestic visitations. When Minerva summons Invidia, a scene 
whose very nature confuses vengeance and desire as it blurs the power 
relations between the goddess of victory and the lowly personification 
of the emotions of the defeated, the episode's ambiguities are sketched 
by the description of Invidia's domus and the goddess's strange position 
in relation to it. The home itself is the mirror opposite of the Sun's pal­
ace, low as opposed to high and defined by the absence of light and fire 
(2.760-4). And by contrast to Mercury's easy penetration of the home 
of Cecrops, Minerva is forbidden to enter here. The motif of the domus 
then already helps point out that Minerva has come to a place where 
she has no tie of kinship (as Phaethon had to the sun), and in Roman 
social terms it was for the client to call upon the noble, not for the noble 
to come knocking on the client's humble dwelling.74 So too the contrast 
with Mercury, who magisterially penetrates the recesses of the house for 
sexual gratification, highlights the uncertainty of Minerva's relation to 
Invidia. She is the superior but has come for a purpose that could be 
construed as giving an order or requesting a favor. 75 The balance between 
desire and repugnance, the arrogance of a master and the inferiority of 
a supplicant, emerges in the sideways glance with which Minerva both 
sees and does not see Invidia framed through the doorway of the home 
she will not enter. 

If the settings of key episodes focalize events of the book from the per­
spective of one entering the domus, others, like the revelation of Callisto, 

7J On the visitor's position within and penetration of the Roman donuts as markers of 
status and intimacy, see Wallace-Hadrill 1996.38-61. 

74 Though cf. Evander's praise of Hercules for not disdaining humble thresholds in Ae-

lleid 8.362-65. 
7S Her situation is further elucidated by comparison with another divine visitation in the 

book, Juno's trip to the home of Ocean. There the "descent" implied in her visit becomes 
part of the rhetorical effect, as she wins sympathy for her plight by equating the catastcr­
ization of her rival Callisto with her own degradation and impotence. Note that there It 
is clearly Ocean who is granted the upper hand in the exchange, as 1hc sea gods are said 
to approve her request with the Olympian vcrh adl!ucmlll (2.5.11 ). Min .. rv.I hy ~onl rast is 
all business and r.tkes care 10 frame lwr rcquc~t as n lcrsc command acnuupnnwd hy lht· 
minimum IH'Ct'SSary dc1ail. 
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closely recall the kind of scenes one might well have seen depicted there. 
More important, though, Ovid achieves unity between geographically 
and thematically disparate scenes through a rhetoric of visual motifs very 
like those that gave coherence to the decorative programs of domestic 
interiors. To take Callisto again as an example, the instant where Jupiter 
sees her visually resembles Mercury's bird's-eye view of the Panathenaic 
procession that sparks his desire for Herse. Both take place in the kind 
of landscape beloved of Roman painting-the city view of Athens con­
trasting with the pastoral setting of Callisto. The visual connection is 
intensified by the description of Jupiter inspecting the walls of the sky 
(2.401) and the curved pattern of their journeys. (Again, the depiction of 
the winged viewer was a common visual motif in mythological painting.) 
Such a perspective opens out further thematic links both to another high 
flier, the tragically unwinged son of a god, Phaethon, whose disregard of 
his father's request contrasts with Mercury's unshakeable fides towards 
Jupiter (cf. 2.837), and to the bird's-eye views of real birds, like the crow 
and the raven, whose viewing becomes a voyeurism that leads to punish­
ment rather than gratification. 

So too, Callisto's meticulously described transformation connects her 
tale with other metamorphoses in the book: Coroneus's daughter is turned 
to a crow to avoid rape in another picturesque but contrasting landscape, 
the seaside, and Ocyroe, who has not suffered sexual violation, under­
goes a sudden metamorphosis accompanied by loss of voice that is again 
meticulously cataloged. And the very animals created by metamorphosis 
conjure up another set of visual motifs: Ocyroe's metamorphosis into a 
horse, a form that differentiates her from her biform father, recalls the 
horses that lead to Phaethon's own demotion from his father as a result 
of assuming the prerogative of a god. More emphatically, birds, white 
like the swan and the crow before transformation or black like the raven , 
provide a similar motif. The Callisto episode thus ends with one of the 
most breathtakingly far-fetched narrative connections in the whole poem, 
one effected entirely through references to "painted" birds (pictis, 2.533). 
Juno's chariot is born by peacocks, as recently painted from the slaughter 
of Argus as the raven has been transformed to black. Perhaps, in looking 
down at Juno's chariot, a decorative detail outside the main narrative, we 
experience the equivalent of glancing from the self-contained "panel" of 
the Callisto story to the ornamental framework that surrounds it, only 
to discover a further set of visual connectives that unite both into an ar­
tistic whole. Indeed, in the House of the Tragic Poet the picture of Juno 
appeared above a painted peacock in the dado. The effect of the frame 
leaking into the narrative is further enhanced when birds appear not just 
as features in the story but in such "decorative" authorial additions as 
similes. Thus, Mercury, whose visual appearance itself contributes to and 
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contrasts with the bird motif, is compared to a kite swooping down to 
snatch the organs burned for the gods at sacrifice (2.716-19). 

Alternating with birds are cattle, which both recall the same ur-rape 
narrative of Io as the peacock and adopt the same color scheme, a gleam­
ing white, as the crow, raven, and swan. Again we find the visual image 
provocatively echoed in a simile as well as in the main narrative. Thus, 
Apollo lamenting his murder of Coronis is likened to a heifer watch­
ing her calf (milky white) slain by the victimarius at a sacrifice (2.623-
25)-another unifying link connecting Apollo's vengeance-cum-erotic­
misadventure with Mercury's. The book's visual program also includes 
a pair of statues, Bartus and Aglauros, of whom the latter, as off-white, 
contrasts with the birds and the cattle, while the former, being a shep­
herd, recalls a popular subject for actual statuary as well as comple­
menting the pastoral element in the book's decor. Finally, we may note 
that-as in the House of the Tragic Poet portrayals of two contrasting 
goddesses engaged in sexual activity helped articulate the atrium's deco­
rative program-book 2 offers two contrasting pairs of contrasting pairs: 
two quintessential virgin goddesses, the pastoral Artemis and the urban 
Minerva, take on the roles of avengers at the beginning and end of the 
book, while two celestial sons of Jupiter, who are anything but virginal, 
become its most prominent seducers. 

As the preceding catalog shows, the reader prepared to "see" the scenes 
depicted in this book, as a Roman reader might well have been prepared 
to do by his previous experience of many of these stories depicted in 
visual media, finds prompts for comparison and contrast that place dis­
parate tales in relation to one another and create the kind of open-ended 
thematic matrix that Bergmann's analysis has revealed in the House of 
the Tragic Poet. Another impetus toward the same way of reading, and 
another point of similarity to actual Roman mythological paintings, 
comes through the blurring of the boundaries of representation. Beyond 
the Third Style tendency to avoid "bounded" (finitis ) images was another 
to present scenes in such a way as to incorporate the viewer into the 
image. Thus, Bergmann again, analyzing the representation of Actaeon 
viewing the bathing Diana in Pompeii's Casa del Frutteto, describes how 
the goddess's unwilling exposure to the viewer's eyes, together with the 
exaggerated size of the figure in relation to others, bring the painting's au­
dience into the scene. This is but one example of how in the whole visual 
complex "the division between illusionistic prospects and . .. the actual 
I. d f h . d. I " 76 1ve space o t e v1ewer 1sso ves. 

But if viewing as Europa means coming to see the bull as a real bull, 
for Ovid's audience of readers the additional step is required of mak-

76 Bergmann 1999. !1 !1- 89. 
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ing them see what the narrative suggests are real mythological figures as 
contemporary representations. Thus, in contrast to reading as Europa, 
we must also remember the perspective introduced in chapter 1, where 
v.:e see the entire cosmos depicted in the first book, and its divine popula­
tiOn, as sculptural figures .77 Not only then will the reader be enticed into 
the illusionistic world of the poem, but she must be prepared to figure 
~hat world as part of her own " lived reality" through the capacity to see 
~ts scenes as a.rt. A kind of retrospective viewing of book 2 as a painted 
tmage comes m the tapestry scene of book 6. For the resumption of the 
Europa tale at the start of Arachne's tapestry is but one of a number of 
visual links to this book, which, like the tapestries, focuses both on divine 
punishments for mortal overreaching and on the rapes inflicted by the 
gods. Minerva 's tapestry after all connects with one of the most viewed 
prospects throughout the second book, the ci tyscape of Athens. And the 
viewer who comes forth to help Minerva find fault with Arachne's work 
is the same figure who came to look askance at the great accomplishment 
of Minerva in book 2, Envy. In that scene she sees the Acropolis "verdant 
with talents and riches and blessed peace" (arcem I ingeniis opibusque et 
fest~ pace .vi~entem, .2. 794- 95): Minerva's tapestry literalizes those very 
attnbutes 10 bordenng the farthest edges of her tapestry with the peace­
able [and presumably green] o li ve" (6.101).78 

The overlap between Athens as image and Athens as city becomes yet 
more complex if we imagine that the " talents and riches" Invidia beholds 
on the Acropolis included the works of art that made it a famous tour­
ist destination for first-centu ry visitors and if we notice that Minerva's 
actions as seamstress bordering her tapestry recall the circular paths of 
Mercury the divine observer who circles around the city in book 2. Nor 
is it just in hindsight that the ambiguous representational status of the 
Athenian landscape stands revealed: the figures of Herse and her sisters 
are seen from above, twice, by different viewers in the book. First the 
crow sees them opening the basket in which Minerva has placed the 
chthonic child Erichthonius; then Mercury spies them as Basket Bearers 

77 Wheeler 1995. 
7~ . Correspondingly, we can sec in the multiplici ty of animal figures, and the very kind 

of v1sual patterning I have described here, an analogue to the compositiona l devices of 
Arachne's own crowded tapestry, which is remarkable precisely for its lack of a single uni­
fied narrative. 

A fina l but very important demonstration of the link between the tapestry scene in book 
6 _and the narratives of book 2 results from Gildenhard and Z issos's (2004) demonstration 
ot the importance of the crow's speech in Callimachus's Hecnle as source and intertext for 
the Athenian references in the second book. This internal narrative o f Athenian history also 
featured a scene that Ovid omits but Minerva the weaver magisterially restores-the contest 
in which she triumphs over Neptune as the presiding deity of Athens (Hcca/e fr. 70. 10-1 J 
Hollis). 
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in the Panathenaic procession? 9 Because the adult Erichthonius was often 
said to be the founder of the Panathenaia, this creates a notable anach­
ronism. so But the question of w hether to view the daughters of Cecrops 
as figures in a mythic past or as participants in the historical festival of 
the Panathenaia becomes even more pressing thanks to Anderson's sug­
gestions that the women bearing burdens on their hea·ds create a visual 
analogue to the Caryatids in the Porch of the Maidens, works not only 
accessible to any contemporary (or modern) tourist to Athens but also 
later reproduced in Roman domestic art as a way of denoting Athens.81 

But what would be the implications of reading book 2 as a succession 
of interlocked visual images? One consequence involves the linearity of 
the reading process. One of the essential points Bergmann makes about 
the act of viewing in the homes she describes is the freedom it opens up 
for the viewer in tracking his own path among the representations on 
display. (Such freedom was not of course absolute but was itself depen­
dent on the viewer's status and relation to the owner: not every visitor 
would have access to every room, and many would have had to take on 
board the interpretations of the host, as we find the guests at Trimalchio's 
dinner forced to swallow the freedman's mythology together with his 
food.) So in the case of the narrative complex in the second book, such an 
interpretative model allows the reader to make an almost infinite num­
ber of narrative connections between stories whose moral relationship to 
one another is conspicuously underdetermined by a narrative voice. And 
while of course texts too generate memories and refer back to themselves, 
the visual model of reception encourages a process of revision and com­
pletion that gives density to these internal references. Thus, if we think 
again of Europa as a picture, her own backward glance, which within the 
frame of the narrative is to the celebrations of young women surrounding 
her on the shore, may inspire the reader to look back along the wall of an 
imaginary gallery to a similar visual tableau, the moment when Callisto 
meets Diana accompanied by her nymphs or perhaps, again contrasting 
the urban and the natural, the daughters of Cecrops at the Panathenaia. 
And indeed such a visual link would be hardly surprising in a Roman 
domestic environment, where both Callisto and Europa were common 

79 If the Panathenaic procession conjures up for a reader the woven pep los that was pre­
sented to the statue of the goddess on that occasion, there is yet another embedding of the 
artistic images described later in the narrative in the literary "fabric" of the book. 

so Commented on by Bomer 1969.407. For an analysis of temporal "deviations" in book 
2 from a narrarological perspective, see G ildenhard and Zissos 1999 b. 

s1 Anderson 1996.319. The most famous example nf domestic Cary:~tids was at Hadri­
an's palace at Tivoli , but sec Kuttner 199.5.8.1 for the su~:gcsrion that thl'y wt·rc already 
present in Brutus's villa and for n tlcs~:riplinn uf their role in the pain! I'll tlt·~:or.Jlion of the 
Villa Farnc:sina. 
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sub_iects. I? th_is c~se, the reader might notice that the Callisto story, as 
Ov1d tells 1~, h1ghhghts precisely the scene that is elided in the story of Eu­
ropa, the Simultaneous moment of rape and recognition. This backward 
glance then would predict a much more distressing future for Europa 
than one would encounter simply by reading forward with a view toward 
the bless~n.gs of mot~erhood and the distinction of her offspring. . 

In addition to the Interpretative freedom it allows- and the immediate 
pr~sence it evokes for textual figures materializing as wall decoration­
th.'s ~ode ?f reading als~ highlights the thematic importance of viewing 
w1thm ~he m~erlocked episodes, where vision itself connects both subjects 
and obJects m ways that model the text's effect on its readers. Such an 
"~n.fectious" power of viewing emerges most clearly in the figure of In­
vidia, whose name itself obviously links the emotion of envy with a com-
!' d . I 82 P ICate v1sua process. Invidia feeds on visual images. The late gloss 

that co?nects the etym~logy of the term with gazing excessively on the 
well-bemg of others (Is1d. 1.610) seems fully at work in Ovid's descrip­
tion of her "wasting away from beholding men's happy achievements" 
(2. 780-81 ). But ~xces~ive seeing, which is also a literal viewing askance, 
as Envy looks. With Sideways glance at the departing Minerva (2.787), 
makes the enviOus herself a visual sign of such grotesqueness that she be­
co~e.s uns~eable, so that Minerva herself must turn away her eyes. (And 
~~1d s meticulous account of her has its own contagious properties, in­
vamg the reader not to lament the success of superiors but to take visual 
ple~sure in the miseries of the loathsome.) A consequence of the attention 
Ov1d draws to the connection between Invidia and vision is to connect 
th~ e~otion with a point of view both within the narrative and by im­
plicatiOn for the reader/viewer. Not only does Invidia herself see Athens 
wrong, a?d here.the idea of Athens as a visual or painted tableau seen by 
a su~cess10n of viewers becomes particularly helpful, but she makes those 
s~e mfects see things differently. Thus, she works on Aglauros by setting a 
distorted portrait ~f he~ sister Herse before her eyes (2.803-5): the phrase 
cunc~a ma~na feczt easily connects misreading as the result of powerful 
emot1~n With an optical distortion on the part of the "painter," Envy. The 
result IS to have ~glauros herself. turned to an artistic image, a statue that 
preserves t?e. st~m of her contagion. Perhaps by "magnifying" that stain, 
~he reader IS mv1ted to enjoy a kind of superiority to Aglauros herself and 
IS thus a lso viewing invidiously. 
. Envy's mo?e of seeing contrasts directly with other alternatives presented 
m the narrative, most obviously with that of the other viewer of the same 
Athenian panorama, Mercury. Indeed, Envy's attributes, the spiny staff and 

Ml :irst discussed by Davis 1969.28-38 as summarized in Keith 1992.125-27. On rhc 
pracncal dynamics of inuidia, sec now Kaster 200S.H4-1 03. 
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cloak of invisibility, make her appear to the viewer as a visual, or invisi~le, 
doppelganger for the caduceus-bearing god. But if Envy ~ees everythmg 
with a profound sense of alienation, making over all h~ppmess to othe.rs, 
Mercury sees with a proprietary greed (avidus) that eas1ly tra.nslat~s deSire 
to fulfillment. Thus, his view of Athens conjures up not satisfactions de­
nied, but satisfactions ripe for the taking. And while hostile viewing distorts 
Envy and Aglauros by making them ugly, Mercury's complacent gaze tr~ns­
lates into a self-satisfied improvement of his own appearance, the slight 
makeover that gives him greater confidence in his own attractiveness. be­
fore presenting himself to Herse (2.731- 36). And t~e ~ery pattern of ~Iew­
ing the god adopts has its own significance, both w1thm the .text an.d m the 
space of the imaginary domus. Like Jupiter on the to~r ~f mspectlon that 
leads to the fatal glimpse of Callisto, Mercury upon s1ghtmg Herse wheels 
around in a circle. The viewing of Mercury can itself be viewed as like both 
the divine proprietor's circuit of Jupiter and the obsessive fixation with a 
single image engendered by Envy, who is again literally a mirror of the god. 

The shift between obsessive attention to a single image and the lordly 
survey of the whole reminds us again of the physical re~lities of. viewing 
in the space of the domus, where itinerary plays a cruCial role m deter­
mining meaning. But the gods' circular path and their bird's-eye view 
of the world have a further thematic significance. Bergmann elsewhere 
points out that Roman paintings commonly depict win~ed obse~vers a.nd 
that the bird's-eye view they would have enjoyed was Itself a d1stmct1ve 
innovation of Roman painting. One possible way of accounting for the 
popularity of such a way of looking at landscape is that it ~eproduces so 
closely the ideal perspective of mastery and control f.r01~ wh1ch th.e ow?er 
views his property, a point of view that shades eas1ly mto a des1gna~10n 
of social and intellectual superiority. Thus, in his celebration of Pollms's 
villa at Sorrento, the poet Statius concludes by linking the lofty situation 
of the villa to the enlightened outlook of the owner: "We are a worthless 
crowd, ready to enslave ourselves to goods doomed to fail (lit. fall, cadu­
cis) and to hope always, but you from the lofty citadel of your mmd look 
down on us wandering about and laugh at human misfortunes."

83 
And 

so within Ovid's poem the god's secure elevation and circular motion 
powerfully contrast with the terrestrial perspe~tiv~s ~f m?rtals. Nowhere 
is this clearer than in the contrast between Jupiter s circuit and Phaethon, 

MJ nos, ui/is tttrba, caducis 
deservire bo11is semperquc optare parati, 
spargimur ;, casus: cclsa tu mc11tis ab arce 
despicis erra11tes lrummwqrJe gtwdia rides. 

(Srnrius·Si/u. 2.2. 129-32) 

Sec rhe interpretation of 1\er~m:mn 1999.64--65. 
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who falls from just such a point of view, and for whom the possibilities 

of return. and recurrence suggested by the sun's circular path (visually 

reechoed~~ Mercury's curved route) are tragically "foreshortened" by his 
one-way tnp downward. 

Finally to_this catalog of points of view we may add both the interested 

gaze ~f the mformer and, more directly connected to our artistic recon­

struction of th_e narrative, t~e point of view of the victim of the god's 

sexu~l ~ggress10n, most tellmgly adopted by Callisto. Here we begin 

by v1ewmg her from the god's point of view as an attractive figure in a 

lands~ape, 84 ~perspective encouraged both by the generic pastoral scene 

of wh1ch she IS a p~rt and b?' the language of Ovid's own description: her 

neck_ rests on a pamted q~1ver (pictam pharetram, 2.421; a painting of 

a qu1ver perhaps?). But thts external view of her becomes more compli­

ca_ted through su~sequent scene changes, which Ovid introduces visually 

wtth the exhortatiOn to behold (ecce, 2.441, as Diana appears; 2.496, for 

~rcas the hunter). In both of these cases, the figure who is introduced will 

m turn se~ Callisto, with devastating consequences, reproducing the pat­

tern first mtr~,duced ~;' the spectator Jupit.er. 85 But the effect of inviting 

t~e reader to _behold each new entrance IS to disturb the connoisseur's 

~Jew of her as Image by placing the reader within the world of the paint­

~ng. Thus, when we "behold" Diana, we are at once seeing a common 

tmage from Roman wall painting and seeing suddenly as a figure within 

that wall pai~ting, and as one whose own sense of the truth of images has 

~een trau~attcally _shatte_red. Callisto, of course, rejects the easy recogni­

tion_ of Dta~a; ~up1ter mtght again be concealed under her appearance. 

Agam_ the vtewmg style of a character within the narrative communi­

cates t~self to the reader through the medium of an imagined act of visual 
receptton. 

The _mental transformation of literary images to visual ones then not 

only gi_ves a new immediacy to the way in which the text en~eshe~ the 

r~ader ~n a network of o~erlapping points of view; it also, as the preceding 

dis~us~10n suggest~, cl_anfies the political consequences of such literary fo­

calizations by prOJectmg them into an imagined environment the public 

room~ of~ distin?uished_ Roman_ domus, that offered a cruci~l stage for 

enactmg hi_er~rchical social relat10ns.86 Before going on to analyze how 

the ther_natic Issues central to book 2 in particular graft themselves onto 

the envtronment of a Roman house, it is worth pointing out very briefly 

. 

84 

For a political reading of the erotic gaze directed to Roman panel painrings see Fred-
nck1995. ' 

. 

85 

And if any of these viewers had had the leisure or inclination to survey the whole Cal­

ilsto cycle, thei~ inr~rpretation would perhaps have been differenr, as is explicitly stated of 

another potential VIewer Juno (adspiceres utinam ... mitior esses, 2.435). 
86 Wallace-Hadrill 1996, esp . ."l- 16. 
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how alive the Metamorphoses as a whole can be to the political function 

of Roman homes, and how often Ovid evokes the space of the contempo­

rary house as the imaginary setting for some of his most fantastical epi­

sodes. In his first presentation of the Olympians in the poem, Ovid begins 

by depicting the gods as the denizens of very Roman homes (1.170-75): 

"This is the way the gods journey to the house of great Jupiter, a kingly 

dwelling. On the left and right, the atria of the noble gods, with doors 

open, receive the throngs; plebeian gods dwell in another neighborhood. 

But here the powerful and famous divinities have set their penates. This 

is the place that, if boldness were given to words, I would not hesitate 

to call heaven's Palatine." The passage is much discussed as an example 

of the kind of humorous anachronism that seems to keep Ovid's gods to 

a contemporary human scale. But what is equally important is the way 

that it not only builds on Roman ideas of the home as the extension of 

the public persona of its owner but also prepares the reader to correlate 

the spaces of the poem's mythical events with contemporary domestic 

settings, to see the gods at home. One may note that it is not only Invidia 

among the poem's allegorical figurations who is characterized through a 

vividly described domestic establishment; Sleep and Fama can boast of 

the "crowded house" so necessary to the prestige of a Roman noble.87 

Though the two "houses" are in many way mirror opposites- Fama's full 

of rumors, while Sleep's is without a sound-the atria of both conjure up 

the complex semantic and social environment of a Roman reception area. 

This emerges from the way in which space reveals preeminence: Fama is 

contrasted to the cheap crowd (leve vulgus, 12.53) who surround her, 

whereas Sleep, a Roman pater, reposes on a raised couch surrounded not 

by chattering masses but by the visual deceptions of dreams. The swirl 

of insubstantial representations are not at all out of place in a Roman 

atrium and not only as an analogue for the complex of insubstantial 

visual images that made up its decoration; this was indeed a real setting 

for rumor, for envy, and for deceptive dreams. Nor should we forget that 

Phaethon, the viewer whose entry into the Palace of the Sun plays an 

important role in establishing the domestic context for "seeing" in book 

2, is no mere art lover. Rather his entry into this particular domus is mo­

tivated by the desire to appeal to its owner in order to raise his own status 

and make himself at home in the sumptuous palace. 

Reading book 2 within the framework of a domestic setting then, be­

yond explicating its formal structure and modes of signification, offers 

a new way of relating its concerns to the social tensions of the world in 

which it was constructed, many of which would have played out under 

the eyes of the very same characters represented in Ovid's narrative. The 

• 7 Wnllacc-ll:tdrill 1996.91- 11 7. 
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most recent an~ detailed analysis of the political significance of book 2 

co~es from Alison Keith's book-length study. Keith notes that a con­

stramt ?n po~ers o_f expression connects the two plots most common 

among 1ts vaned ep1sodes: tales of rape leading to metamorphosis like 

~allisto'~, ?ighlight the loss of the power of self-expression, wherea~ sto­

nes of ?'v'_ne punishment for tale-bearing reveal even more clearly the 

constramt _1mpos~d fro~ ab~ve on inappropriate uses of language. 88 She 

context_ualJ~es this by mvokmg the imperial restrictions on freedom of 

expression Imposed by Augustus in the last years of his principate. 

B~t ~he domestic setting of these scenes a llows us to rea lize that the 

restn_ctiOns on free speech form but one aspect of a much more pervasive 

conflict between high and low within the second book. And its relevance 

to contemporary social _relations extends beyond the exchange between 

upper-class poets an~ pnn~es. Book 2 presents a set of drama tis personae 

strongly contrasted m _their status and capacities; nowhere perhaps are 

the consequences of bemg ~n O_lympian god presented with greater stark­

ness as the gamut of possible mteractions between gods and mortals is 

~xp!ored~ fro_m sexual exploitation, to punishment, to efforts at estab­

IJshmg kmship and connection. The sexual appropriation of inferiors 

to take one example, is a mark of power relations in the domestic a~ 
well _ as the mythological sphere, as sexual availability decreased in pro­

portion to status. And the master's violation of slaves could doubtless 

mtroduce many further disruptions in the relationships within a Roman 

h?usehold. So Callist~'s rape entails not only her victimization by Ju­

piter but ~lso her punishment by Jupiter's wife and alienation from her 

own part~cular patron. As Anderson well observes, these are common 

elements In Roman comic plots, where, as in Plautus's Casina whose 

predat~ry protagonist _is pleased to call himself Jupiter, 89 the figures in­

volved ~n these domestic dramas sometimes have their own mythological 
pretensions. 

But for every tale of violation and punishment, there is another-like 

~hat _of the crow or the raven, or of Bartus or Aglauros-in which an 

rnfenor attempts _ro exploit ~is or her proximity to the great for financial 

advantage or social promotion or to punish a rival. Like sexual politics 

these co~plex interactions between patron and client, well known to u~ 
fr_om satmcal and moralizing literature, took place in the atria and cu­

btcula of homes like that of the House of the Tragic Poet.9o 

8
' Keith 1992.135. 

89 Anderson 1996.282. 
90 

Indeed, the image of the Olympian gods as patroni is also a crucial element of their first 

presenratt~n tn the poem, where Jupiter's concern for protecting the interests of the rustic 

demtgods 'not yet worthy of Olympus" has been seen by Hab1
"nek 2002 51 k. 1 

d. . . . as cvo mg t 1c 
tra ltlona l duttes of a patron toward clients. 
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At the start of this chapter, I declared that its aims were to show how 

comparisons to existing artifacts could give greater immediacy and pres­

ence to the poet's text and how that text in turn could suggest to its 

readers new ways of construing their visual environment. So far in this 

reading of the second book I have concentrated on the first of these goals, 

showing how the model of viewing employed for the visual reception 

of mythological scenes both reveals new thematic connections in Ovid's 

arrangement of similar stories and constructs an environment that gives 

these themes an immediate relevance for their readers. Now, as the final 

element in this section, I discuss how Ovid's thematization of viewing in 

this book can echo and enhance the way in which actual painted images 

like those in the House of the Tragic Poet were read. There must have 

been great variety in the extent and manner by which different viewers 

related the scenes depicted in these elaborate interiors to the self-staging 

that took place in the rooms they adorned. Insistence on the pictures as a 

programmatic index of the status and story of the master, like the decora­

tion of Trimalchio's house in Petroni us, which introduces the freedman 

as hero directly into a mythological setting, stands at one pole, appro­

priating the world of myth for the exposition of here-and-now reality. 

At the other, we may imagine a mode of reception that stressed the dif­

ference between real and painted space, where, as we have seen, the very 

foreignness of the paintings in terms of both subject matter and artistry 

expanded the horizons of the viewer and reflected the taste and wealth of 

the master without necessarily requiring that he be litera lly put in the pic­

ture. It is interesting to imagine the case of a rape of Callisto depicted in 

the cubicula where a master takes sexual advantage of his slave. To what 

extent and for w hom would the analogies in the situations be visible and 

what would the effects of this viewing be? 

Ovid's text highlights above all the varieties of points of view available 

on such scenes and accentuates precisely how the viewing of images itself 

reflected differences in position-figuratively as well as literally-among 

its audience. At the same time, it potentially destabilizes the relationships 

each viewer enjoyed to the image. So in the case of Call isto, the sight of 

her as picturesque image ripe for possession, echoing both the way in 

which a proprietorial viewer might regard the painting itself as property 

and perhaps the way a "comic" master might enjoy projecting himself 

into the story by claiming Jovian powers over the nymphs of his house­

hold, comes under challenge as entering the picture means seeing as Cal­

listo herself, in a gallery of mythological scenes that are anything but ir­

relevant or insignificant. Another way in which the book reveals patterns 

of viewing that might have an impact in the reception of actual images is 

the treatment of lnvidin above all as a visual disorder. T h£' similarities and 

differences between the point of view of the master anJ of the "worthless 
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throng," to use Statius's phrase, must have been an important element 
in the way that domestic works of art were experienced. For guests and 
clients, the exercise of looking as a master on the scenes portrayed must 
have accentuated the realization, as for Aglauros and Invidia, that these 
scenes speak about and contribute to the contentment of another. In fact, 
we may see the punishments of Battus91 and Aglauros as a particularly 
appropriate response to such viewing, and thus as forming an analogue 
to the way that Callisto transforms the perspective of the master. If we 
imagine seeing invidiously as a continual focus on the viewer's alienation 
from what she sees together with, in the real context of viewing works of 
art, a reduction of it to its material value, just as the invidious client sees 
not the bonds that connect him to his patron but the differences between 
them that reduce "friendship" to a simple economic transaction, then it 
is appropriate that those who act in response to it should themselves be 
transformed into material objects that can only be seen and not see. 

91 Bartus is never explicitly accused of iuvidia, but it is important that both his status 
and his own visual activity arc carefully delineated. He is nor an independent shepherd- in 
fact, his work consists of watching (servabat) the pastures and excellent mares (uobili11111 
equamm) of his master Ncleus (2.689-90). He is nor simply a sharpy out ro rake advantage 
of any situation rhar offers itself, bur a social inferior for whom Mercury's request that he 
deny that he sees the rich herds the god himself is stealing connects closely with the nature 
of his own perpetual viewing. He spends his days watching someone else's possessions, as 
Aglauros watches the mental image of another's happiness. 
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