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PASS! ON AND P.ROGRESS IN .. 
OVID'S·METAMbR.PHOSES· .. 

·. This essay expiores relatio~s be~~n th~ passipns a~~ :p~o- :•·. ·.. . .. 
gress in Ovid's epic poem, the MetamorphQ5es~ by focusing. 
on six tales of disastrous passion. In each 'inst~nce~ physic~l ' ' ' ' ' . 
·impasse - an inabilitY --to-. progfCSs - p~Vi:dc~_-.. -a._.- .#.1~~05. _'qf· .. ~.· · --
representing moral impasse of the type Aristotle C:hatacih~ '' ' . 
ized as akrasia. Each of the female protagonists irithesetales ·:, ·· · 
attempts to inaster her passion (and thus to progress) ·.· 
through the mimipulatiort of language, but (with one excep~ · 
tion - arguably the only tale in the Metamorphoses with · 
a positive outcome) none is successful. The physical impasse 
experienced by these . heroines is often· followed, after a 
moment of crisis, by: dramatic movement; but that move·. · .. 
ment is impetuous or even mad - it does not represent moral .. · . . . . 
progress. In fact, in each of the tales .- again, with the excep-
tion of the anomalous "happy ending~ in the case of Iphis -
disordered passion not only impedes moral progress, it intro-
duees the dement of murder in the 'family, thus thiea:tcning 

. perhaps the most basic form of'ptogr~~ the drron6logical 
· succession ofgeneratioii~C · 

·:_-·-:-~ <-. 
.. .. Introduction . 

·.·.· ... .. 
:_ .. .., · .. :· .. · :·:-: . ... · 

. · ... ·.:·. 

This essay explores r~l::ttidns between the passions andprogress'iit 6vid\iepic 
poem, the Metamorphoses; Passions abound in the Metamorphoses; irideedT 
a once popular paperback tiari:Slatiori prochiittied on its cover that the poem 
is "an epic oflbve:" Few readers tOday would endorSe that descriptiori/ siriei · 
much of what'j>asses for love in this work would more acctrrately be cilled · · 
rapi, '()r at least'tust. 1 Still, Ovi:d's epic m<tkes' of the passions 'its subject 
matter mote e.Xplieitlyand consistently than dties any ofits d~sil.-ak6unter" 
parts~ · Indeed; it is most ofi:en p~ssiori 2 not netessarily love, but often anger, 
fear, greed; or shame . .::.. that appears to Cause the. transforrriatioris· thatgive 
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S. GEOR G I A NUG ENT 

the poem its title. And metamorphosis itself may represent a kind of progress 
. insofar as it is change, movement froJ;ll one state to another. Bur metamor­

phosis may also halt or even negate progress, resulting in fixation in an 
eternal prese11t or .even ~regre~s" on an .. evolu,tiona.ry chain- for example, 
from human to nonhtim'an, or animate to inanimate. In this St!nse, metamor­
phosis often ~P~a.r~ ·~n: Oviq's n,arr~ti;ve .as a kind of d~~ .ex tttachina. It 
terminates, but offers nO real prog~;essbeyond, the impasse to whkh Ovidian 
chara~ers often are led by disordered passion. 
· ln relating passion to progr~ss, our. cen~al concern is, of course, in moral 

progress, the developmentofthe bum~n soul and the ways in which the 
passions may influence, impede, or enhance that development. In Ovid's 
work, however, which avowedly attempts nothing less than a history of the 
world from the cosmogony to the poet's own day, the senses of progress that 
we encounter will be more directly chronological and kinetic: progress under­
stood as the passage of time and the ability toinove forward. Yet this is not to 
say that the moral dimension is missing; rather, I would argue that Ovid 
approaches'inoral progress obliquely, his characters' movement in space and 
time rich with ~ignifieation for our understanding of their moral strides- or 
their Stands~ili: . ln ' tpe' conclu,ding books of the Metamorphoses, the poet is 
drawn again ~d .. again t0 explore' the. situation in which. a protagonist 
(always female),torn between her illicit .desires and her own sense of ration­
ality and shame .. (or perhapsoniy c~ltural .. protocol), s tands at .an impasse. 
AS metamorphosis in Ovid often •presents a physical analogue to a moral 
condition,2 so· the moral >impasse between desire and decorum is literally 
embodied by Ov.id's heroines as an · inability to progress physically, to take 
the next step~- - .. :· .: <_ · -· -- ·--· 

As one critk' has dryly remarked, ''What most interested Ovid and pro­
vided him with a limitless field for explo~ation .. ~ was human behaviour 
under stres~" : (~e~ney ' 1982: 436), Several 'of the best-known and most 
frequently studied passages of th.e poem are stories in which an intense but 
illicit love is held in eq~ipoise by a countervailing emotion, and the individual 
experiencing these emotions debates her course of action in an internal 
monologue. In a number of cases, the passion of love is restrained or offset 
by pudor: shame or a sense of propriety:-' This particular scenario of agitated 

·internal debate occ~rs ,with a . series of .w()men, including Medea, Scylla, 
Althea, Byblis, I phi~, an~ My~rha.Th!!~ ~~Qyidianepisqdes are interrelated 
in many w ays. 4 In each 4,se, the he_i~i,ne's lil9l'al dileouna results in her being 
:·s~~<:k" forat_ime ~s :cqi~.Oigt!qg,p~~$iO~~ .f,~l14e~her unable to progress. Xet 
the~s~heroines di~p~~.r:ca_ ~t:l4P(:P-aradoxic<ll relation l)etween passion and 
progress. , On .\:P.e ,.one.:hap,d;.JI;ley .. axe .. fi."'edJast ,by the moral · choice that 

· collfrop.ts _tbelll, ~hil~ :o~ i:he · ~#te,r lw,qd, their passion ul~rnately drives 
. them to act.iq~s ihai: ~ i?r9l'el,t1lem ' acrqss tl:te houndarie$ of sanctioned 
human beh;ty~o/;. J~~;a}ysis c}f the ~ill had merely suspended them on the 
threshold of trans~ession. In ea~h case but one (that oflphis, who, as we will 
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see, presents a singularly positi-ve denouement); these characters';· When they 
breakout of moral andphysitalimpassei plunge·forward both impetuously 
and tragically. ··' < 

. : ~ . 
. . ~ .· :. ": .. : 

What is the philosophical context for Ovid's'corisideta:tion ·of these issu~s·? 
For an author whose reputation is colored still by Quintilian's characteriia~ . 
tion of him as. nimium amator in genii sui, "too much. in love with his,owii 
cleverness" (lnst. 10.1.88), this may seem a strange question to ask. Did this 
witty and irreverent poet; who dearly relished and fostered his·own.iniage as 
a cosmopolitan bon vivant, a "bad boy" in the regini.'e of a moralizing 
Augustus1 have an. interest .. in the systematic · .phil()SQ,phi.~s .· of< hil!>tiriie? 
Ovid's description of the .origins of .the uriiverse~: clea.d}i)bea:t~ · ttac!!S · •. o£ ·. 
Lucretius's De rerum natura, but it also includes Phttcinlc ~rid St~icil~trt~hts~ 
Although few would consider Ovid to be co~sist~ntly .Epic~te~~, Stoic, .~r 
Pythagorean (despite the extended "speech" of hthagoras -~_th; .y(hi~h .~he 
epic culminates), the poet .seems to hayebeen not indifferent to the ,phifoso~ 
phi~al currents of his time, but rather, as we might expect, . ecl~tic in his 
relationship to philos~phical schools: . . . . . 

The specific narrative topos that concerns us here .- instances in which 
passion wars with rationality, causing the individual to be trapped between 
these two opposite impulses, often literally rendered immobile, incapable of 
progress- may be illumined by yet anotherphilosopher. Ovid's repeated 
anatomy of this problem seems to presenta narrative.and indeed an explicitly 
kinetic correlative to the philosophical state that Aristotie diagnosed as 
akrasia (Eth. nic. 7.1-10), a kind of paralysis of the will in which a moral 
agent .correcdy perceives the "better" course but fails to. act upon.it. · ..... . 
. While the Hellenistic philosophers are extremely concerned with the correct 

ordering of the will, with what M. Nussbaum(l994b),.hasapp~op~iately called 
"the therapy of desire," it is Aristotle who perhap~;pr<iV.id~,tbe most complete 
diagnosis of the coriditi on that afflicts the her~i_ries qfOv.id: in th~ seventh book 
of the N ichomachean EthicS, Aristotle addr~~~s,~his'a~yticafpo\Y~rs to the 
puzzle of the akratic individual, someone who correctly perceives, tba:t the 
action that he (or, exclusively in the case of OVid, she) is about to unde~take 
is wrong and yet chooseS that action nevertheless. Plato's Socrat:es·'had atgued ·. 
that this was impossible, that every moral agenf:icts in accordance with his (or 
her) best understanding of "the good." But Plato's contemporary Euripides 
clearly disputed this view in a number of his theatrical Works,ii:icludirig Medea~ 
And Plato's srudent,Aristotle, drawing on empirical obserVations as was'hls 
wont, grapples with the reality tha:t we perceive in our own time as well: 
individuals do in fact (evenwithala:nning regularity) petceivethe better course 
and choose the worse (Eth. nic. 7.2.1-10). What train of thought, what 
rationalizations lead moral agents to behave in this way? 
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S. GEORGIA N~JGENT 

The.philosopher sets himself the question: Do~s the! akratic individual, 
who apparently knows whar he or she should dobut·.acts. in contradiction 
to that knowledge, actually have knowledge, and if so, in what sense? 
Aristotle pursues··an intriguing analysis of this problem that seems particu­
larly illuminating in the case of Ovid's heroines~ First, he frames the problem 
as one of faulty logic by assuniingthata moral agent's choice essentially takes 
the form of a practical syllogism (Eth .. nic, 7.3,6). For ex;tmple, 

··Daughters should not betray theidathers. ·(major premise) 
lam a daughter;·(rtiinor premise) 
Therefore, lshould not betray my father. (conclusion) 

The akratic individual, Aristotle argues, correctly recognizes the major 
premise, the general rule, but fails in the formulation of the appropriate 
minor premise, the application ofthe universal to the particular. We surely 
see Ovid's deliberators behaving in just this fashion, performing elaborate 
mental gymnasticsto enable themselves to slip the noose of the syllogism. 
Often'l this takes the form of attempting to rename, recategorize, or other­
Wise n~deploy language so as to detour from the inexorable path of 
thelogic. · · · 

In the instance above, for example, the skewed logic might take this 
form: 

Daughters shouldnotbetray their fathers. 
·ram alover (more tha:ri a daughter). 
Therefore, Jmay betray my father. 

In otherinstarices, it seems that two quite distinct syllogisms are inappropri­
atelycotriiningled. For example, 

Incest is forbidden for humans. 
I am ahuman. 
Therefore, incest is forbidderi for me. 

The gods' behavioris appropria~e. 
The gods .commit incest •... 
Ther~fore, incest is appropriate .. 

ln .. the run1~na~?il!>· • ot ·a· ~;bJis or·Myrrha, these .. two .. are .melde<.i into a 
rnisshap~I). syllogism, sornet:hiftgliketpis: .. 

. · .Incestjsforbiqcienfor hMma,ns . 
.. But theggds comrnitirl.cest .. 

Therefore,! can commit incest. ·· 
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PASS ION AND PROGRESS' IN OYII>'SMETAMORPtros£s 

How does this faulty logic come about? Aristotle argues that even if; iit'isdme 
way,· the akratic individual "knows" what is right ~ tha:ds; knows ho'-'."to 
construct the practical syllogism. correctly - under the influence of'passio:ri 
such knowledge is not really pte5ent to the individual. T-he knowledge is not 
operative, any more than it might be to· one who is asleep or drunken or 
mad (Eth. nic. 7.3. 7). Furthermore, Aristotle draws the analogy that•rinder 
those circumstances a person apparently speaking the language of knowledge 
is simply mouthing the words, like an actor speaking a part (Eth. nic.7.3.8}. 
This phenomenon, too, one can observe in · Ovid's akratic . heroines~ 'who 
in several instances clearly recall . dramatic heroines5 and at other times 
seem to conceive themselves almost as actors in a play. I do not claim • 
direct Aristotelian influence on the Metanwrphoses; but the philosopher's 
analysis of iliecakratic indi~idi.ia.l can shecf:Jight on G>'Vid's '•i'epfeseritaiiori ' 
of characters who are dri.ven by their passions tcr act· irr'a\vay th1:it Hie}; . 
"know" is wrong. . ·· • ... · ... ... >.>• ·'· .: ,,. · .. " 

.-........ :;· · ...... · .. ·.·.· , .. 

Medea .... 

The posi:er child'for akratic conflict dearly i~ Med~a; in a n~~~ative'tradltion 
that dates back to J:.uripides's Medea: . . · · ·· 

, l know indeed what evilJ intend to:do, . . . . · 
But stronger than all my-afterthoughts i's my fury, . 

. Fury that brings upon mortals the g~eatest evils. . 
(Medea· 1078.--80 [trans. R. Warner, 

, in Lattimore 1955]) · 

In this faniou~f~rmul~tion, "I ~ee the bett~r, butldo th¢ \Vorse," E~tipides' 
had thrown do~ the gauntlet .to a Piat6nic philos()pl!ital ~tihder~~andirig that 
individuals act in accordance withtheit kno~tedge ofthe go:od; ()vi d's Medea · 
voices essentlaily the same· sentiment as.she)ilu.nches hi1:o . l(tr<nible~ sqlilqquy 
tha r explores both her emotiomit state arici,J?GS$ihte a~tioris·. ~nd olircome;s,:· ·. · 

.. ·. si'possem,sanior es8e~; . . . .. ·· ... ·•. 
. sed trahit invit~m ilova vis, aliridqu~ cupido,: 

mens aliud suadet: video mel iota pwboque, · .. · 
deteriora sequor! .. 

. .· (Metam.7~1S-21) 
I'd act more sandy; if o~ly I could, · 

· · .. but this new power overwhelms my will; · 
reason: advises thisj and passion; that; 

· ·I see the better way, and 1 approve it; 
while l pursue the worse. 6 

H7 

.- -
·~ . ~ . 

; ... , ..... : ' .... 
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.S; :. GE.ORGIA NUGENT 

At the c.ondusion;of P~J delibera tions.she reiterates-even more forcefully that 
she undc;rstanqs the·l;!normity ofh~ fhoice an~a<;t~~ notignorant.pfthe right 
but ()V~r~o1Jle by passion: . · · . ·· . · . ·.. · · 

' •.: -·~ . . . .. . . ~~ . . . 

•• quid faciam;video, necme jgnor~ntia veri .. 
qecip)et, sed anwr! . .. 

· . .. : . .. ·.".. 

(.Nkta~.?.n-::-3) · 

I dearly. see what I'ml!:bqut to do: 
not ign6ran~beSU.iles -ilie n?w, budo~e~ . ' .. ' : 

" 

The very explicit terms in which Ovid's Medea .voices her decision (self-
perceived as. immor:3,l) make it cle~r .that the p.oet is self-consciqusly _partici­
pating in the phjlqsqphicaJ CQ11troversy, with origins a~ leasdour centl.Jri(!S 
before him, about whether an individual, conscious of the right, can choose 
the wrong. Ovid explores the individual's moral conflict in such a case 
through the development of both rhetorical and physical analoguesfor the 
conflict. Medea and her counterpar~s incthe Metamorphoses engage in ela­
borate rhetorical formulations of their dilemmas, ohen employing paradox: 
and iiony'as means of rt!colifiguring the (eatity that therface. G. Tissol has 
offered an excellent analysis of the way in which, through these rhetorical 
ploys, "we observe language stretched and exploited, made to promote the 
worse argument over the better."' "Semantic slippage, "Tissol notes, "allows 
desire to ... pre par[ e] fertile ground for both the generation and the reception 
of specious arguments" (Tissol_1997: 51): ·· . 
. In addition to negotiating 'their inner conflicts through rhetorical ploys, 
however~ Ovid's heroiries'also prOject their moral dilemmas into a spatial 
qi111ension, As>she ynestles with th~ conflicting emotions caused by her 
i.Dfatl1ation with-jaso n, vihohas come to her father's kingdom as an enemy 
tfrUstra : ~- : 1-e{JUinas [Meidni. 7ill]), Medea represents ·heririner indecision 
to ; some extent in terms of eXternal ' physical ·forces or paths of action. 
Although she exhorts li'ersdfto'thrust aside (excute [7.17]}her passion, she 
is unable to do so. She is dragged along (trahit[7.19]) by some alien force; she 
also speaks of a god standing in opposition to her (nescio quis deus obstat 
{7.12] ). We realize that as she qebates i~w~dly, enjoining herself to dispense 
with delay (omnem pelkmcirani {7.4 7"'-'8); she is paralyred by these conflict-
ing forces, incapabl~ ,of action~ :· · .· ' ··•·· · · · 

It appears briefly that Medea Il)ay ~ucc~ed ill following her better judgment 
and bani~hingher:passioiJ.. {etpi'ctt{dati~fiain terga cupido [Metam. 7.73]; 
et iam fortis. er4f,>P,ulsus..qt4e·t~s~d:erat ti.rdqr [7;./6]). However, as soon as she 

· lays eyes onJason again; her.inf~tl1a,tionoy~rcomes her~ Alluding again to the 
clarity wi$: -whicb: ~}:~_e.·.P~~eiy~~ 'Q~r, .o:wn C()t1rse to . be wrong (quid faciam, 
video.: .nee rtle. igl'JO'Tt:lt!#a veri c/ecipi~t [7,92~JJ ), sh<: nevertheless proceeds. If 
the epitom~ ofakrq~ia: is t4ep:.tra1ysis of-the will, ~iththe n1oral agent -poised 
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PASSION AND PROGRESS IN OVID'S METAMORPHOSES 

on the razor's edge, unable to make the right choice, unable to refra,in from 
the wrong, this intermirtable moment is narratively represented in Medea's 
case by her fixed gaze onJason, She is. unable to turn her eyes front him, 
frozen. in time (lumina fixa . tenet [7. 87}; nee se declinatab illo [7. 8:8]}. 

The rhetorical couplings inwhich Medea. presents her possible alternatives 
represent them almost as physical destinations to be approached or fled: 

non magna relin<juam, . 
magna sequar: 

(Metam. 7.55-6) 

... quin adspice, quantum 
adgrediare nefas, et dum licet, effuge cfirhen! . 

(7.70-l) .. 

I do not leave 
greatness, but elope with him to seek it! 
. : . Just look ahead: . . . . 
how great a sin it is you're thinking of!. 
Turn from this crime and flee while you areable. 

Of course, in Medea'scase there is a. particular rationalefor framing her 
moral choice in terms ofa physical itinenuy ,for she will either remain in her 
bther's household or, an exile from her land~ set sail with Jason. In the event, 
having fled from her native .land with Jason, Medea embarks on a seemingly 
endless cirding of the globe. Her extraordinary journeys, undertaken via: 
magiCal chariot, are more extensive than any other travels described by 
Ovid. They areoccasioned either by Medea's search for baneful herbs for 
herpotions orby the need to escape the scenes of the crimes th~t she has 
effected through those potions. To map Medea'srnoral choices onto geogra~ 
phi(:al coordinates, then, is partkularly appropriate. Yet .this tendertcy to 
formulate moral. dilemma intenns· ofp?ys.kalimpasse, which is established ·. 
paradigmatically.in.Medea's···case,.·then·extehds beyond· .. h~r .. ~o .. a ... ··seriesbf 
subsequent narratives that do not necessarily entail actual physical rdoca~ 
tion. Each of these presents a woman whd engagesirt an angbished intefior 
monologue in which she debates whether to undertake an action that she 
initially believes to be amoral, but to which she is driven· by passion. · 

Scylla 

The brieftale of ScyHa opens book 8, much as Medea's narrative operted 
book?,. and her situation bears the closest similarity to thatof Medea,. As 
Jason came seeking the. Golden Fleece; a source of power for Medea's father, 
likewiseKing Minos is a handsome and daring hero who has come to besiege 
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· • .. S. GEORGI A NUGENT ··· · 

· che kingdom of Nisus; &yHa~s:father. And &ylla;lik~· Medea, finds herSelf 
intensely,drawn by the· sight uf the :ene~y· leader. As t:he power of ·Medea~s 
father; ·A:eetes,· .. depended on· his ~possession>of the Golden· Fleece, similarly 
·Nisus's kingship depends upon a rhagic~llockofpurple .hak Scylla resolves 
to cutthis·lotkofherfather's hair and-present ittoMinos; thereby betraying 

· her father and banding over her city to the .attacker. .·. · · · · 
Scylla's passion stirs her to contemplate a headlong rush to Minos's side 

(impet~:~:s [Metam. 8.391}-ln 4er mind, she imagines leaping down into his 
camp frow th~ _tower ):Vhenc~ $he has watcped him for six months odlying to 
him on wings: . . . .. . . -- .. . . · · · • · 

0 ego ter felix, si pennis .lapsa per auras 
Gnosiaci possem castris insistere regis. 

(Metam. 8.51-2) 

Thrice happy would J be if I had wings 
to fly into the cafilp ofthe Cretan king. 

But in fact she simply sits (sed13ba~) and, gazes athim (8.38-42), 
In Scylla's case the impasse to whiCh her passion has brought her means not 

,o,qly_thatshe :is unable to rouse herself to act,on, i?ut alsQ .that she is U11abl~ 
·. · e~ento determiQe .whethershe is ha.pJ?yorsag:" 'laeter;• ait .:'doleamne ger:i 

' lai;rimabik bellum, .in -d_ubto est' " "What shouldl'feel about this dreadful 
w~? ~hould I_refoke qrgrieve? l~annqt say"(Meta~. 8.4.4-5), lnthebr~ef 
internal (lebate t~)lt 'fol19ws, h9~eye~, Sqlta deyelop~ sever_al ~atio~<~,li~a­
tion:s fol' action, uwgiping why it wili actru1IIy be a good thing to betray her 
·city, indudihgthe"ju~ri~eufMinqs~scause .aqdthe idea tha:t by curtailing the 
\V<lt; she will ~·:prev_¢ptip.g bloodshed; As Tissol has noted, thest:. spt:cious 

· arguments ma,ke ~ sp<kefor desire. to infiabit, and Scylla deterpiiqes to move 
. boldly forward. Noting cli~twli~t. stands tnthe way oflove !o~starens.?s]) 

sh()uld sil!lply be de~~oye~~ ~he' resolves ~0 forge ahead1 though fire ~I1d 
sw-ord should bar her 'pa¢ (ir~_ p_er ignes etgladios au~im [8.76-:-7]). ··.··.·.•.·.· ·· . .. ·. 

In fact, howe:ve~~as Sc}rUa iiotes, fin~ ·and sword d,{,-n()tblock her path; it is 
only her father .whq'standsin ljer wiy. T hisis)he 'sole <;lbstr~c#on to desire 
that, she opines, ilriy ~jii1ilarlr d~~H~~~d. ~rl would d~Hght in destroyillg 
(perdere gau#er~t{Metam: 8.75]). '$he'·~x.presse~ t:he w,ish that she had no 
father (di fcicerent j sin~ paiie{orem!. [!L72]), md it"is clear that the cutting of 
her father's talismaniclockOfhait is 'actually a symbolic murder of the father. 
Once shehas.decidedio.sni.pthis loc~,- essentially-the deed is done: her father 

. and hercity: -are.bettayed: 'Miri~s; however, rejects her gift and -herself, while 
neverth,eless;Ja!<ing:the :proffered< city. .. ' 
· · Wherea~<'the:·~.lhvel'6ril ScyUa ll1erely passively contemplated ·Minos, the 

spumed Scylla .aciively casts herself a fter 'him; ·madly ·· plunging into the se~ 
anddihgingto his·depa.rtirig ship. A.t this .juncture antagonisrirh~tween.father 
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and daughter is revisited as Scylla's father; who now has beeittra.iisformed 
into a bird, swoops down and attacksher, tearing at her witb.his h()()ked 
beak. 7 In the metamorphic denouement of the tale, however~ she too· is 
transformed into a bird, thereby both escaping the attacks of her father and · 
realizing her earlier wish to take flight. ·.' 

-- Altf7ea ·.· 
·. · .. < .· . . . · .. ·.. :· . ··. ·. ·. . . . . . . . ·.: ... .·. 

Later on in the same book another tortured heroine debates her course of 
action at considerably. greater length. This is Althea, mother of Meleager. 
Althea is driven not by erotic love, but by two conflicting. loves and loyalties, 
one owed to her male child and another to. her male siblings. This account 
follows upon the story of the Calydonian boar, in which Meleageris trium­
phant over the boar, but in a fray that subsequentlybr,eak~,ol1the,alspkillshis 
two uncles, Althea's brothers. When she learns ofhei.·brothets~ deathsj an<t.of· 
her son's responsibility for thei~ demise, she resblv~s to take vertgeance on her 
son (Ovid characterizes her impulse as poenae amor> a .p~·ssion fo(vengeance ·. 
[Metam. 8.450] ). Agairi, a magical element is involved in this h\lf" Ii'!:iapperis 
that at his birth, the Fates decreed that the length ofMeleager'sJife would be · 
equal to the life of a particular wooden log. Althea snatched this log from the 
fire and has kept it safe in her possession. To avenge her brothers, she 
determines to burn it. . .. 

In Althea's case, the paralysis of wm ·· resulting from her· 'c6nflicting 
passions is elaborated in great detail. 8 She builds a fire, but she cannot 
bring herself to place the log upon it, stopping and starting, not just three 
times, but fb.ur: 

tum: ccinata· 4h~ter • flainmis inponere rainuni 
coepta quater·tenilit: 

(Metam. 8.462~3}' 

A~d th~n she tri~d - four times - to thrust th~ branch 
into the fire; and drew back each time. 

Several times, Althea's dilemma i~Joririulated ~ one of.confli~ng ~qies- and . · 
names: 

. pugnat materque sororqt1e,. ' .·· .. . . 
et diversa trahunt unum 'ciuo n~miria pectus . . 

(Metam. 8A63-4) 

Mo-ther and sisterstrove with one another> ..••.. 
and those two names were tugging at one heait. ·. . . . . ·.. ,· "·' ... · .. 

incipit esse tamen melior gertnana parente; · - . 
(Metam.8.475) ···. 
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.~ ....... T~~ sister, nonetheless; ~~n to w.in . .. •-·. 

- nu'ncanimum pietasrii:ite~aque nomina frangunt. 
• · ·· > - · · ·. : · '· · (Metam: 8.508) : 

. ·~: . ._:,·.' ·. 

And now the .. mother in me melts roy l;lea,rt, · · .. ··: .... 

In Althea's .case, w.e may easily :per.~ive ~J<ind offlawed &rllogism underlying 
·• her dilemma: .. 

· : Amoth.er should not kill her son. ·. ·.·_ .. ·. 
I am not a mother (but a grieving sister); 
·Therefore,! mustkillmy-son.:··· · 

This conclusion might have resulted from the melding of two distinct syllo-
gisms, both of which Althea perceives as applicable to her: .... 

· -. Amother should not kill her son. 
I am a mother. 

•-Therefore; I should notkill my son. 

' · A sist~r must . ayenge her broth~rs . ... 
I am.a sister. ·. - . 
Therefore, 1 must avenge my brothers. 

•, =-

·-. Aristotlen0 tes that in. su(;h c~_~es where twQargumentsare (orappear to be) 
in contradiction~ passion (pathos) may lead one to act as if .under the influ~ 
enceof madriess (mania).9 · ·. · · · ·. · · · · 

Althea's inability to act is explicitly cqmpared to the plight of a ship caught 
in conflicti11g CUJ:rents. 1n a brillian t rhetorical formul~ticm, Ovid says that 
she repeatedly takes up and puts dowiJ. ·h.erwrath (ira [Meta~. 8.474]), yet 
. surely one feels that ira is a synecdoche tor t he log that is synonymous with 
her son'slife; . · · · · ·. · ·· ·· 

utque carina, · 
quam ventUs ventoque rapit ~oritrarius aestus, 
vim geminaJ:11 sentit paretque 'in~ei'!a duo bus, 
Thestias haud aliterdubiis affectibus 'errat . . . . . . . . . . . . - - -. . - .. - . . . . . . ~ . 

.. .... inque vice~ _ponit positam<Iue_ res~s~~t(lt . iram. 
>· ~ · -~ · -__ ::·(Metam·:·8.470-4) 

---:··:.·. . --· ---.:=:.· 
~~-as when-:a_ ship, --- --- -:=:· -- _- "' · ·. . 

driven in. one, direction by the wind . 
and in::the other·hy a'n .6pposlng tide; .. 
feels th(lsc: ti-Yo equal·.forces struggling, . 

. . and yields herself:unGertainlytolwth; .. ... ··. . . . . ·.. . . . 
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... that was .Althea, wandering between: ':/ 
wavering passions; now her burning rage 
is stifled, now it's started up again~ · · ... · 

.-:·.-··· 

.··;· .. ·· .. ··· 

One aspect of Althea's dilemma c~nc~rris·not only her own corillicilngkinship 
roles as mother and oSister, but also the importance of the fatherlsoncrelation; 
ship. She finds it. unbearable that her husband, Oeneus, may still enjoy a son, 
white her' owri father, Thestius) lias been deprived of both of his sons: · · .... 

·. an feiix Oeneus ncitovictore fruettii, 
Thestilis orbus erit? melius lugebitis a'tnb6! . 

(Metam; 8.486~7) 
· .. ·:: . .-. 

·· ... 

Shall £6rctin~te 
.• Oeneus rejoi-ce in his so~'s ~ittory? - · .. ·.· .. .. ·•·• ' . ·· .. ··. ·· · 
Shall Thestius mourn? Better you both . grie~e. . ..: -~: : ~ ": :· ;·· 

. ·· 

. .. . :~ 

., ;.·._· .. :-.··: ,·. 

l,Jltimately, she Wiil d~terirline thaiMeleagei tt1ust die,ther~by destroyiitg his 
Father's hopes: .· · . .. .• .. . . . . 

. per eat scelenitus et ille ' . . . . ... . ' . . .. . .. . ·-.. 
. spernque patris regnumque trahat patriaeque rumam! . 

· · (Metam. · 8A97-8) · 

· Let him die, .. . ·. .· . · • 
. · .. the criminal, and with him take the hopes .· " . 

his father had for him and for hiS. kingdom. · ·. 

. ~; . 

. ·~ . · ... 

At last, she determines to go through with the act, and she invokes her 
brothers' manes (spirits). Yet, once again, she hesitates and refrains, unable 
to bring her hand to the deed: .... _. _ 

·. . . . . . . .. 

· qu-o rapior? fratres igAosdte nt~ti1f- c.·: 
Deficiunt ad coepta.riianus! . ·. . ... ,_ . . 

· (Meta?n: 8A91::..1) 

. . Whiit_~am I n~shingint~ herd · • . . ... · .. . · ~-
·. Brothers, forgive arnother.'s wavedng, .. :< .. 
· myhands rebeHrom wha:ttheyhave begtin! 

. .-.;. . : . ~·: .. . 

• : I: ~ .. . ' : . · .. 

Her equiv_ocation:rise$toa,ctescendo- et. ctlj)io et-nequeo, ~but l callnot ace om-' 
plish what i wish· for'.'· (M'etam. K_506) .;.and it seems that she may never be able 
to escap¢ the vortex of fudecis1oil :~d the inahility to complete the movement 
that wilt both . avenge her brothe-ts aiid rilurder her son. FinaJly, in a posture 
of contrilpbsti) :that proVides a perfect physical analogue. to ·. the·. tergiversations 
ofhersoul;avertingher eyes hutextendirig hetha1ld, she. completes the act: ,·· · 
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Dixit dextraque avhsa trementi < · ' 

funereum torr em media$ conie(:it in ignes. 
. . . ..... (Metam. 8.511-12} 

She turned away and with atrt:mbling hand 
flung the {1l[l~ral ~arch tqt? ~e fire., . . 

. ~. . : . . 

' ·_ .. ··. 

Having ta~en the step ofth~owiug the log .on the fire and thereby ending the 
life of her son, Althea proceeds at once to end her own fife as well, driving a 
sword through her heart (exegit poenas ac~o. per visc(?ra ferro [8.532]). 

Whereas. Medea. had . deb a ted : tWO courses of. j:lCtion. that literally entailed 
different destinations, and Scylla formulated sophistries that appeared to 
transform betrayal into benefit, in Althea's story Ovid has taken both the 
physical and the rhetorical analqgues of passionate dilemma to a riew plane. 
Althea's decision to take or not take a physical a~on (t9ssing the log on the 
fire) will have a remote consequence::-{ causing her son to die) rather like what 
we are accustomed to in the virtual world. Ovid has abstracted the heroine's 
diJemm~ £~oni a directly physical anaiogue (Medea wlll stay or sail aw~y) to a 
mediated action (Althea's disposition of the log will have consequences for 
her son) that assumes a significance far beyond itself. Similarly, Althea's tale 
moves the conflict that she feels between her obligations as :i mother and 
those as a sibling to ~ :le~~l of~bstra.Ction where it is not only loyalties or 

. emotions, but also abstract designations, nomina, that vie with one another. 
The heroine's rumination on how disordered passion either causes or is 
reflected pya disorder in language itself will be reiteratedand_taken further 
·by subsequent figures, particularly Byblis and Myrrha . . 

·.· 
···'· Byblis .. 

The tragic tale of Byblis is introduced specifically as an exemplum to be 
·avoided: Byblis in exemplo est, ut ament concessa puellae, "Byblis serves to 
illustrate a moral: that girls should not desire ~hia'sforbidden;, (Metam. 
9.454). Thus the narrator introduces an awareness of this narrative as a 
narrative, a tale intendedfor.an audience.and, more specifically, to effect a 
particular moral.o\ltC()1Ue-.it:l that audien.c~. Th\s self-consciousness about the 
transaction betw.ee11the :writer a~d me.rea_der is·particularly apt for the Byblis 
episode, fo:r it mifr:ors ~he :a:~9n of: the narrative, -in whiCh Byblis herself 
becomes an extremely self -conscious wri~er, . ' 

This lover's deliberations with herself are• the most extensive in the work. 
· Furthermore; fu:, a :.w~y. that i~lf iefl~"ts her divided inind, her deliberations 
take :pJ.aae, m.~t«to 'sel>itate .Qlon<>Iogues: Having wavered over what course of 
.actioh l:o.-cike; and #len taken it, Byblis then revisits that original decision and 
deterniines :that she will proceedin a different way. Whereas the first episode is 
· marke4 by 'a great deaL of hesitation and.questioning, stopping and starting, the 
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PASSION AND PROGRESS IN OVID'S METAMORPHOSES 

second appears straightforward: Byblismakes a decision and acts on it. To some · 
extent, this becomes yet another stage in the initial quandary, another opportunity 
to change one's mind and backtrack. More significantly, howev~r, once Byblis haS 
decided to act, she is propelledmadly forward, her crossing of.the bounds of 
propriety ultimately leading her t:o traverse physical boundaries as well. · 

When Byblis recognizes, initially through the experience oLveryvivid 
erotic dreams, that she loves her brother in more than a sisterly way, she, 
like the other heroines we have seen, formulates novel rationalizations for her 
impulses, laments whatstands in her way (quod obest [Metam. 9.4941), and 
utters the telltale exclamation, Quo feror?, "Where is this Jeadingme?" 
(9.509}, a signal in Ovid's text that the speaker; like an individual swept 
away in a flash flood, has lost the sense of agency and feelS: borne< along 
disastrously by forces that she (or he) cannotcontiol.10 

· 

For Byblis) even more so than for Althea, a great deal revolves around the 
power of names: · ·· 

iam dominum appellat, iatn nomina sanguinis odit: 
Byblida iam rna vult, quam se vocet ille sororem. 

(Metam. 9.466-7) 

She calls him "Master'' now1 and now detests . 
the thought that they are siblings, and prefers 
that he should call her "Byblis"and not "Sister." 

0 ego, si liceat mutato nomine iungi, 
(Metafn. 90487) 

If I could be allowed to change my name 
and marry you .... 

Althea wrestled with the mutually exclusive actions apparently mandated 
by her multiple designations as sister and as .mother. Byblis, however, not 
content to be ·.so constrained by her designation as. sister, ~rceives. that she· 
must change the names themselves, must take control ofthe power ofnatning. 

After a particularly s~cious argument, Byblis decides that she willJndeed · 
confess to her brother her incestuous love (Me tam. 9.514 ). Love compels her 
(cogetarrwr [9515]),hut shamerestraillsher(pudor .. . tenebit [9.515}} £rom 
speaking out. Trappedhetween speaking and not s~aking, she chooses an 
alternative path: she will Write a letter. · 

"ipsa petam.poterisne lcxtui?potefisne fateri? 
coget amor, poterb{vel, si pudor ora tenebit, 
littera celatos arcana.fatebitur ignes!;' . . ..·.· 
Hoc placet, haec dubiam ~itit sel1tentia tnen.tem .. 

(Metam. ~514-17) 
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··- o;<I will-go afterdiii:n! C.in cyou admit this? 
· • WdH-yau.:be able .to. confess. it? . 
- Corripelled- by 'love~lwillbe• able.to! · ·-. 

lf'Shame shouldpress :her finger' _tomylips; · 
a sileiit:iht~rwiU confess my hidd~n feelings." ·. · · · 

: This-pufphs~~'Pfe~.e~ he:rarid;:overtomes ... - · · . 
•• .• ··her mitld's·titlc'¢rtainties;·.: . ~ ·. ·· ... · 

.'' .... " : .··" 

·. The~:ifin~ t>f·B;Jl~~~t:~t~r'is~ qu~reextJ:aordin~u·y event: ~nd o~e that Ovid 
cho<)ses·to deSti ibe ~tlensth-in viv-id physkai_ detail: The extended. agony that 
we 'have jhst :~~en.in Althea's &is¢; as ~he ~teels hersdffor thi dreadful act of 
infanticide; yet'dtddbt bringhe~~elf ·to it,···yet caruiot a{j~ndonher·-plan.·- all 
. this _is condensed, in Ovid's portniyal of Byblis, into a ckiod of paroxysm of 
indeeision: · -. · - · · · · · · · 

incipit et dubitat; scripit damnatque tahellas; . 
et notat et delet; tnuiat\:t.ilpatque probatque · · · ·.· 
in que vi~em sumptas ponitpositasque resumit . . ·. • 

· · · · ·· · · · · ·(Metam. 9.523-5) 

·She starts and stops. Sets down - :and then condemns; 
._ Adds ·and deletes. Doubts;fip.dsfaultwith;approves: ··.·, 

. . She throws the tablet down, then picks it up! ~ _ - ' . . 

The standoff between audacia aod p~dor (9.527) ·~eems to render the poor 
girl jllmost palsied, but she does indeed proceed with her letter-writing: 

in latus erigitur cubitoque innixa sinistro .... 
et meditata manu componit verba trementi. 

· (Metam. 9;518, 521) 

. : ~#.ll .in her bed, · .. ·: : . . · .··. · . · · 
sheJifts herself up and leans Ot.l her left elbow: .. . 
Her ~hak;,ng hands set down the pfacti~d wo~ds . .. ·. 

... . .... 

Expressing the ·dtect:. of her passi~n·k sc,>m~ extent '\Vith 11ie~phors of motion, she 
n()tes tAAt sheJougbt <at 1~ -~~ ~JM# . . ~iS43J) 'against Cupid's 
weapons but was im.able to flee (e~gei~;£9.$#])-'Fii?-aJly, sh~ .has beendriven :by 

. overwhelming passion ,{cogOr {9:546]; ~togefet u1tiinus ardor .[9.562]). The dire 
ot.ltCQme destined for-Byb~:C~J~ is its7lf p~:by a kinetic sign.: .as .. the-sister 

· · · entrustsllermissiv~ to aserv~t'[<i~; i~ qeijve~ to·h~ b~r, it falls to the ~und. 
:. : :~·· .':~ .: · ~ · · · ·. ... ··. ···~ . . ~· ., . 

. . cum dare.t, elapsae lll.all,ibu,s .¢~~i9~re tabetlae; 
omine tu,rbata est, misittamen. . .·. . . .. . . ·. 

(Metam. 9.571-2) 
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She dropped the tablets she was' gi\'inghim, ·. · · · 
but sent them anywaY.--:: despite that omen. ·.·. .·._ : 

When this ill-fated-.letter reaches its recipient, very much like.Minos ,in the ·. 
case o f Scylla, Byblis's brother CaUJ1us is horrified ;md repulsed by her overc 
ture. Informed of his reaction by the servant who delivered her letter; Byblis 
initially i~ frozen. with terror: .. , 

, . 

palles audita, Bybli, repulsa, · · 
. et pavet obsesspm glaciali frigore corpus. 

· (Metam. 9.581-2) 

Wh~~ she heatd the news 
ofhisrejec~ion, l}yblis lostall color .. · .... . 
and shivered uncontrollably from c~iHs.~ 

... • :···· 

:·.::_.·. ·:: 

·. ·· .· 
• , .' .. ·.· 
· ;· .. 

. . 

Recovering quiCkly, ho":eVer, she laun.ch~sj!l~O a ~~;:<;nd il;lotioi~~b~ ~oploi ~ . 
ne\V strategy. From this point on; herearller indecisiveness ofaction, ·a.s sb~ 
starts a~d stops, inscribes and erases, takes :up and puts do~ her writing 
tablet, is essentially .. ~eversed . . No ·longer· t_rapped in _ indecision,. sh~~ now 
propds herself forWard, tratiically, imo iinmediate and rndeed ~ ceaseless 
action: .. 

vi~cetttr!~~pe~~ndus erit> nee taedia coepti · ... 
u lla inei ca.piam, dum spiritus iste manebit: . 

·· . (Metam. 9.616-17) . 

He will be overcome! I will pursue him . 
' once mote, and not give up while I have breath! · 

., 

iamque palam est dcmens; inconcessainque fatetur • : 
spem veneris; .siquidempatriam invisosque penates·: . 
deserit, et profugi sequitur vestigia fratris; \ . 

.. (Meiain. 9.638'-40)' ... ,~. ·. 

Her madness 'unconcealed now> she conf~~ses 
the hope of her forbidden love; and flees 

· her hom~ land .and its riow-detested hearth~ .· 
. and. set~ · outaftei her. sdf~exiled broH!er~ 

·-:_ .. _.:_ .. . · ·:·-. •' 

., ._ 

· .:· 

:·:·. 

. :_ -· 
·.·• · -.· ·-:_- .. -

··-.. _. -_-

She relentlessly importunes her brother, who finally flees ftom his homeland· 
in despair. Yet Byblis continues to pursue, her passion leading to a mad and 
frenzied flight across. the earth, until she finally drops in. exhaustion and is 
transformedinto a .fountain, still endlessly.flowirtg·. · • . 
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· .. lPh~ .. 
Follo~ing di~e~tly on th~ tale of8yblis's imJ,ossible love in O~id's text i~ the 
storyqf yefartother impossible love,thatof I phis. Byblis's erotic object choice 

. wasinapproptia't~bekuseit Wils her brother; Ovid-represents lphis's choke 
aS. equa-tly·c'hopeldsS~;~bee~\Jse ;She lS a WOman -in •love with another 'o/OnlaD. . 
I phis fin:di ,HeiseWm: dlis\ pre'diG3ffierit becau8e she has been disguised as a: 
male\ttrh¢rlife:He{ tnother (on the advice of the goddess Isis) raised her this 

. .. ~ay becau~t? . ha4 her .~rue gender . been known, she would have been put to 
· dearh ' ::.i birth. as >an' t.iriwanted "'fewale ~child. : Jphis;s father~ Ligdus, .had 
. m~ridated e*Poshre ifb.is wife shouldgiye birth to a femal~cQild. Thefather 
.is successfully··de~eived; however;·'arid ·he,' hdieving .his ·child "to be a son, 
. :betroths ·rum to a ycmngworrian, Ianthe :._ a,particularly poignant situ;ltion 
because lphis has ln fact become enampred: ofthis young womilti. . 

I phis reflects upon her dilemma in ways very similar to tlie other akratic 
heroines. She perceives herself to be trapped in anifupossible situation and 
draws a series of analogies, .as do Byblis and Myrrha. However, wherea~ 
Byblis•aria"Myrrha seek to s:anCt:iori their '}lliCit"passions by reference to the 
beh~vior of the gods or aiilmals, I phis finds no-such anodyne. Even among the 

. animals, she laments~ a passion like hers i~ unknown~ . . . . .·. . 
< The ~riability t<> .• proce(!d is very concretely. repr¢sented in the narrative 
by the :repeated attempts of Iphis's:inother·t() ·stall and delay the' wedding 
that the father has arranged. Despite the ostensibly hopeless situation, 
however, this is one of the rare narratives in the poem, indeed perhaps 
the only one, in . which metamorphosis appears ~o provide an l1nequi-
vocall_y positive ' outcome. Tbroi.igh the m~raeulous intervention ·. cif the 
goddess Isis, Iphis is metamorphosed into the male whom her father 
Ligdus a11d betrothed Ianthe beljc;ved ~er to be, and she is united with 
·her beloved, ·. This .. extraordinarily positive outcome is quite -literally 
represented in the form of progress: the initial sign of !phis's transfor­
mation is the fact that as ·she approaches the wedding ceremony, which 
can no longer be put off, she, begins to march forward with · the longer 
stride of the male gait (sequitur comes -!phis euntem., quam solita est, 
maiore gradu [Metam. 9.786- 7))." .· ·. - · 

'·:, · 

Myrrha ... 
' .. ~. . . ... . . .... . I 

Even more so than in !h~, case of~fbns;:q~id'snarrato~ prefaces the story of 
Myrrha with warp.il1gs aboll~ #s "(ireadful natwe. So horrible IS the story, the 
-pqet . a vt!,rs, _ thath~ eyep J.u:ges h~s own. w~r}< .· be left . unread or_ receive no 
c.reden~e; >: ''·'_.,., ,. ·· .· .. ;. __ ~ "·' . .. 

dira ca~~ll1= pr4)tul hi~c pa~;1e, proeul . este parentes; 
aut, mea si vestras.mulcebuT}tca.rmina mentes, .··· . . ~ - . . . . . : . ·. ' .. . .. - . 
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.·. desit in hac mihi parte:fides, nee credite factum; 
. vel, si credetis, facti quoque ctedite poenarn! 

· •: (Metam~ 10.300-3) ·.·. . . .. ··, .. 

lsirig of dire events: departftolii me, daughters, . 
·· depart from me, fathers; or, if you find my pbems charming~ · 

believe that I lie; believe these events never happened; 
or, if you believe that they did, then believe they were punished . . ·.· 

As several of the Ovidian heroibe~ have wished: away the existe'flce oftheh: . 
progenitors, in this case the narrator's voiCe proclaims that it\vould'have ·. 
been better if Cinyras's daiighter·had never beeri born: . . .·. 

si sine prole fuisset, : . • · . 
. .· -..: inter felices Cinyras potui5sethaberi. 

·. (Metam. 10.-298~9) , ·• 
. .. · .. ··.· ~ . . . ·_-'".. . . · 

if he li'ad only been childless, .·· .· .. . ·.· . . . ' . / . . . 
Cinyras would be regarded as on.e of the blessed; .. ·. 

. : . . :. ~ . . . . · .. : 

. ...... .. :: 
' ··'·'. 

At a later point in the natnttive Myti:ha willa1so ~xpress the<vvish that she . 
were not the daughter of Ciilytas (nOn ess'eili Giftytae~ Ci#yrae c'o#~umbere 
possem [Metam. 10.338]), In another paradoxicalforrriulation the riarrator 
asserts that while it is a crime to hate one's parent, love like this is an even 
greater crime: . 

scelus est odisse parentem; .. . · -··· .. 
hie arnor est odio maius scelus! 

.. ...(Metam.~ _ 10.314-15)' ---· · 
... _ .·· • ... :-

Hating ~paterit is wicked, but even more wicked 
. · ·. than hatred is this kind oflove. · .. ::: ,, ... ·.:-. · .. : -, _·. ' • . : •. ... . ·--~. ~ ·. : · ·, ·. :· 

·. : ::_..: : . 

' I •i;, • ,' •',: 1: .. ' ~ • • • ' ~ ':, ' ' • • ' • : ;: '\ •: :• ,'. ,: 

Unlike .Bybl is, · Myrrha is .not deceivecf:a~out her o@jn,cestuou~·pas~!on;sh~ 
knows it for what it is.Indeedjherfi.rst-quotedwqrds iri:the, text.·;:l~e symptO- · 
matic: Quo menfeferor?- "What })ave L beg~(1' (Meta~~ l_Q .. J20)~ . 'Th~ . · · 
troubled interior monologue thadollows is, in hercase1. a series of.rhet6ri9at ·. 
riffs.onthe·.paradoxical aspectsofher• .situation~varia!ltS of.what both Byblis 
and I phis ~ave articulated,, Myrrha dwells at·. parti~;ular length on. the. confu-: 
sion of names that incest, threatens, .as. mother and'.daughter become rivals; 
andthe incestuousmother is siste~:of her, son; and so onP - ·· - · 
··· It is not dire~ly in this interior m()~Ol()guethat1,1ytrha fully displaysthe ·. 
syndrome: of conflicted· passion that we. have been.· examining, but. rathetin: 
the narra.to.~;'s . description (in .·• the· third person) .. of·. th~ sleepless .· night _that · 
follows for her. A.s is· true .for the other lov~rs, shame and:desire war. Within 
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Myrrha (pudetque {!t cupit[Metant;' 10.371-2]); and she does -notknow how 
to proceed (quid .agqt, n.on:' int~en# [10.372]), $imilar to the ·metaphorical 

· des~:riptj(Jn of~Jiliea.~$_ a :shfp:~itpght.in cotl.flicting eddies, Myrrha is com­
pared to a gre~ttree, struck P.r an ~xe, l:>a.lan<;:ed precariously befor.e crash ing 
d?~lli~ ()ile. ~~r~ti9n .~f#p.t~er; · . .·· . · -· , ,, '· ·' · · 

..... ~ . 

. · l1tqu~ sefl.)l~ ·, _ , . . ._ .. _, . . .. ·-·. . . 
, ._sa).l.ci:t trap!; ~ n.g<;ns".u~i_pl\1ga qovissima restat, 

. ·; .... 

.. qu~-c~Q~~- #i dupio sst i>~ruque a .p~qe cime~ur, _.· ... 
si.~ :awip~s y~rjo. ~~~f~ctijs.YH!p~~~-_nucilt .. . . . .. 
hue levis atqpe illuc W()Wen~~q_l!~ sumit !:ltJ:()que, 
nee modus et req uies, nisi mors, reperitur .amoris. 
· · · · · ··· · ·· ·· '(Metam.10 ~372-7) 

She wavers, 
·.·:: ... 

just like a tree that the axe blade has girdled completely, 
.. when only the last blow remains to be struck_, and, the WQ,odsman 
·cannot predict the directiqq it's gqin,g to fall in, .· · · · · 

... < :. she, after so many blows to her spirit, ~ow totters, . ·. ·· 
no:WJ~an,ing .in o.ne, and now in the other, direct;ion, 

. cn(:)r i~ she <!ble:to fiiig a,ny t;e~ from her passiOii . . . 
:· $~v{hllt in d~atl:l. · · .. · : · ·· · .·· .·. · > 

· ... 
Although Myrrha settles on a plan to end her life by hanging, she isfound and 
rescued.by her nurse, wh9 wheedles out of the demenkd girl the source ()f her 
agony. Again Myrrha is caught, unable to confess or to rem,ain silent (conataque 
saepe_ fateri saepe teneJ; vocmt [M~tam. 10;420:-1). The :nurse_; ~s s~ch stories 
al~ay~ go, proves to be a resour~ftil procurer _a,nd in fact arranges a means for 
Myrrh~ w realize her d~ire audc_mne ~oher fath~r's bed. under cover of 
d,arkness. Reminiscent of the omen of Byhiis's fall~n tablets, Myrrha thrice 
stumbles on the threshold of her crime, both literally and metaphorically: ter 
pedis off~i signo est revocata, "tlll-iee Myrrha. stumbles and stops each time at 
the omen~ ( 1 OA 52)~ Yet she crosse~ the threshold and goes forward to the crune;: 

Father and daughter cohabit not : o:nce/ but many nights~ Ultimately; 
Cinyras wants to know the identity of his mysterious young lover ( Cinyras 
avidus cognoscere amantem post to.t<;oitfubitus {Me tam. ·1 0. 4 73]). He calls 
for light and, with a sJ'eed enh~riced:~y grJU11matical zeugma, "recognizes at 
orice his. daughter :and his' 'cd.iri,e~ (inlato: lumine ·. vidit et ;see/us- et -. natam 
[ 10 A 73c4]):'4'lis<'rJa<itidrt' 15-eqtiiJly · irnmedh'it:e: ·he · draws ·his sword to · ki II 

· .. her (periden##itidumva~'na:(i~ripit·~er;ff10.475]). Myrrha flees, and ·she 
. succeedS'mescaping th~'tiuirdero~ lriteri.tion :of her father (intercepta neci est 

[10.477])/ ' . . . ' 
· Myrrha'sesc$:pi~ ·beatsconipar~son to Scylla'sinthatboth daughters are 

sparM att:a<:kaf :their' fathers' · hands, and her mad flight, ended only by 
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exhaustion, recalls that of Byblis>Another striking similarity· ·between· the · . 
tales of Scylla and Myrrha':is thaHhe curse that Minos hurled at Scylla~: that ·. · · 
she might ··be· banished-from•·the ·world; 'denied ·· both·.la:nd· artd sea··· (di te 
submoveant, o nostri infamia saedi, orbe · suo; tellusque tibi p6ntusque 
negetur! [Metam: 8.97..:.8]), finds an echo in -Myrrha's final· Words. This 
time, :however, the -possibility ofbeing·.removed beyondthe known wotld 
becomes hot a curse, but a prayer;-M-yrrha's own petition foe herself: .· 

ne~violem vivosque superstes ' ·· · 
mortuaque extinctos, ambobus pellite regnis 
mutataeque mihi viiamque necemque negate! 

· .. (Metam.10.48S:..:.TI 

. Le~ti should orit~agqhe livingby~y;~~yival, , "'· 

·..• ~-·. . . 

or the dead by my dymg, {do P.~C:rtm1 a.\vay, • . .. . . ., ' 
from i:he terrible sentence thal.n1ymisbehavior deserves; ~ 
drive me from both ofth~sekii1gdoms, tran'~fo~ril.m~ ··...• · .. , ··,. 
wh<illy, so that both lifeanddeath ,are denie'dine. . . '.:· . .-'' •· 

.. . . . . . . . ·.'.. . . .·.-, . ·.: . .. 
···.·:·-

. P~ssi6n, progress, ~d progeny 

We have noted that each .of these six women encounters an impasse- when her> 
passion comes into conflict with her rational assent to social- mores. This' 
impasse is real; there is in: fact no way for the heroines to reconcile . their 
desires with· the cultural-protocols that they believe, at some leveli ·to be 
rationaL Hence their akratic predicament. But there are further similarities 
among these six scenarios. 

Each heroine resorts to the power of language as a means of freeirig her .from 
the perceived constraints of her circumstances; in some cases, it is-language as 
incantation (Medea), in others as .. prayer (Iphish but most frequent :is: the 
attempt to regain agency through the .power of'redescription. The a:kratk 
character's desire to escape the constraints_ of kinship; ethrticity, 'or ~geridei:' 
through the reasSignment of names and d~sigrtati6rts'i$ ndi:tintela'ted:to; h~t 
construction of faulry syllogisms, in· the AristOtelian aOiilysiS.-(""fhi~;holds true: 
for X, but I am not X : : .. ~).The possibility of rena~ngis alsb obvi()mlyrela:ted 
to metamorphosis itself~ which may make ofone a ·different enticy ertti:J;ely,_.ina. 
sense, the heroines a~einpt to transform themselves; to effect their owh:meca< 
morphosis, thrq:ugh the p<>wer of language. lri· one case, that ofthe pray-erfor 
!phis,< this metamorphosis wiU be successfuL---In the. majo.rit}r of instances;, 
however,. these figures' exerCise ofJanguage,in a t-ransformative effort results 
in the unmaking both of themselves_ and of the family.> . .. . 

A number of broad sttuctural telations :conneet the dilemmas, choices, and 
outcomes in the tales:ofthese six W:omeri. ,Two of the characters; Medea .and· 
Scylla, betray\their. fathers and thei'r cities for the sake ·of a ban'dsonie 
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suanger; A.tlotQeJ; :two, J)ybiis anc:l Myrrh<~., ~ttempt •. incest•·~ Byblis ( uns\.IC• 
cessfully) with)l¢'.r ll.t<o~her;.a,nd :Myrrha (successfully} with her father. These_. 
~o,·.pairedll:arr~:ti:V.~s ·t~pteseo,rext;r,emeendpo\nts.along·anaxis·ofexogamy 

· and e11:dog<tm.y •. BY- pu~pjpg:incestuQusrelationships, ·Byblis and -Myrrha 
. e~-empliJy .~~. un~cce.p~hly&'trong form,ofendogamy,wishing to ·tparrynot 

jll$t:.within .the cUlt~<J.lgcoup hut·. within the conj1.1galfamily.·g Medea and 
Scylla :app~rto;ha:xe rriade tes~ .disastrous. choices; in their desire for exoga~ 
mous par:tpers; but~·they.too :h<ly.e . gone to extremes. In both their cases, the 
. action that~erves as a declaratkm oflove is s.imulta.oeous.ly:the betrayal of the 

· fatherandhislcingdom> . ·. ~ •• ;. · · .. · 
·. At first glance, the stories <ofAithea and lphis do not show the surface 

similarities that render Medea <~.nd Scylla; Byblis .and Myrrha, almost doub­
lets of one another. Yet both Althea's andlphis's tales involve a mother's 
miraculous saving of a newborn chiid ~· an action that is revisited . and 
questioned when the child becomes · an adi.dt. T elethtisa' { decision to raise 
her daughter !phis asa male is miracuibrisly affii-rried bylphis's metamor­
phosis into a male.13 In starkcontfiist,Althea;s earlier salvation of her son is 
reversed, as she determines that she must destroy him in order to avenge her 
brothers (and, ultimately, her father). . · · -

Amprig th~ m~ny s1:rtJct:uralrelationst,ha,tconnect these six tales, one of the 
most surprising isthat all (save that of Byblis}14 ·involve the notion of 
intrafainiliaLmurder, either ·parent killing child or child killing parent. Jf 
Medea presents the paradigm of the akratic heroine, she also embodies the 
epitome ofmur.derous· intrafamilial conflict; Medea not only murders her 
own children but also engineers the murder of Jason's uncle Pelias at the 
hands of.bis o.wn.daughters, and she is very narrowly prevented-from arrang­
ing.:the death of Theseus at his father's hands. In the narrative of Scylla, 
altho:JJgh daughter.attempts to :murder father and father returns the favor, 
both kill,ings are deflectedNia metamorphosis;·Althea, albeit indireccly, kills 
her son~ Iphis1s father decreed her death (although he is circumvented}. And 
Myrrha~s<father, horrified by his . complicity in crime with . his daughter, 
attempts to kill her. · 

ln·his study of<tragic drama; : psychoanalyst and critic Bennett Simon has 
highlighted the centrality ofintergerterational. ;violence in that genre in ways 
that are relevant. to these,tragic narra_tivesin Ovid; Simon's analysis alerts the 
reader to ~a sense of:terriblewad~ewithiJl:.thc.family" in which "'the family 
is at risk of destroying itself, either:byJiterally.destroying:its. own progeny or 
bymakingpr()jlagatiQrtimpossible~ (Simon 1988:.2}. Although the situations 
ofOvid's .heroines appearto:Jnvolve-erotic-passion rather ·than hatred,. they 

· tesult almost .uniformly iJ) a4ethal rel<l:tionship betWeen the generations; And 
of course metaJ;llor.phosi~itself often represents . .a -radical · alte.rnative . to pro~ 
pagatiori; snatching the metamorphose&indi'Vidual out of the generative 
cyde andcn:ating; a . new species, not:througl:t .·.teproduction, but by fixating 
him or her as the instantiation p(.thatspe<;ies;;Sjrnon notes' as :w-ell that the 
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narrative impasse that pits the generations of the family against one another is· 
also often reflected on the formal level oflanguage as "an anxiety and 
concern about generating artd propagating stories .. ~ an uneasiness alxmt 
storytelling" (Simon 1988: 4). Thisanxietyaround the use of language and 
storytelling, too, is prevaleD:tin these six Ovidian tales, dramatitally ertacted 
in Byblis's fraught letter-writing and culminating in the poet's preface to the 
story of Myrrha, when he takes the extraordinary step of urging his audience 
not to read it. "Twisted and interrupted narration, including silences," Simori 
argues, "signifies and is consonant with twisted and interrupted generational 
relationships" (Simon 1988: 8), 

In the Ovidian universe, progress is hard~won, and passion, althoagh it may 
have a creative dimension, more often threatens to destroy. The furtdinriental 
cosmogonic progression fronl chaos. to. cosmos, for example, is hot deCisively 
accomplished but must be reirtstituted.severaltimes, ~s·the Passions _:;first of 
Jove's anger, second ofPhaethori's pride -cause reversion to a chaotic state. The 
most basic metric of progress in the)Aeta1norpbos(:s is tha.t qf cl1r9m?logy, 
signaled by Ovid's gromi.dingtbepoem in cosmOgony at its operi.iniandin the 
contemporary reign.ofAugustus at. its close. AlthQughthere is.bynomeans a 
strict chronological progress between these two points, in part.hecause no such 
fixed time line for mythology exists, by and large Ovid's tales follow a genera· 
tional progression (Galinsky 1975: 85}. In the six rtarratives thatwe have been 
examining, however, Ovid suggests that the passions with which these heroines 
contend have the potential· not just to impede forward movement, but, more 
tragically, to dismantle the most basic dimertsion of human progress: the 
succession ofthe generations. 

Notes 

l LC.. Curran ( 197S) counts "'some fifty or so occurrences of forcible rape, attempted 
rape, or. sexual extortion.hardlydistinguishable.fromrape."·Cf. Segal.l969, esp. 
"Metamorphosis and the Moral Order," pp. ·86-94. .. · . ... 

2 The paradigmatic case is the firsttransform~tion in the epic, tha.t of Lycaon, 'Nhose 
·.·.predatory natUre as a humanbeing is manifested ..in his transfqrmation.into a wolf 

.. ··(fit lupus et veter~s servitt pestigiafqrtnq~ [Me tam. 1.23 71) ......... ·····• · ... ···.·. ·.··•·· ·. •····••·· ..• ·•·· ........ ••·•····•·• ···••·•. 3. An early example OCCurs whenjupiter is CO~Olf~ed by)un.o; whosUSp(x,'tst~etrUttt 

. about Io, even though] o:Ye has already transforme.d his.pararriour.into a (;O:W; ~en 
Juno asks herJ:msba11d to land oyerthi.s bovine creature, pudor pers11adeso11e way;·. 
an-zor a~other ({tudor est, . qui suadeat illinc, .. · hinc dissuadet amor.[_A,{etam. 
1.618-19]), · .. On. tile hUmalf · pla11e, pudor is the force that, for. example, restrains 
the young .. Medea's.inlpuJse to ernbracc.Jason (obstitit inceptopudor[7.146]);in 
Byblis, pudor vies with audacia (9.527); in Myrrha with desire (puditque et ci.tpii 
[10.371-2]). 

4 Medea and Scylla, for example, seem to be narrative doublets, as each betrays her 
father for a handsome stranger. The incestuous desires of Byblis and Myrrhahave 
obvious similarities. Myrrha and Iphis utilize almost diametrically opposed 
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_ .. a~guplentl!,:a~ pp.c t:l1ti!?naijz~ !tn,cltb,e other :repuW.ates her de.si{es by referenc.e to 
, , . the b~Wtyiqp . .pf~~e <J,WlJla~~. Me~n)Vll,ite, )3ybij~offers ~cdy d,te sarne.f(ltionaliz" 
· ing ~rgUI11ep,ts.asi:hose, 9fMy.r!'b.,a,but IQQks to tile: gods. r;t_ti,ler than, the aniJn.als as .. \ .. · exeml'l,$1l-~.:~ --\_::-·; _~- .. ,: ... <. :~) ... ····· --f .. ·· .··. ··· ···.·· ~--- .. · ... ~ - ··._ · ·· -.... ·· -··· .... ·. · ···.· __ ·· .. ••·· 

5 Cf.M~~ea:se¢fio_ofth~;spec:~h_ ofEunpides'Medea, ~s noted a,bQy_e, anpMyrrha.'s 
.··•· :~tfo~f~!it.~t:s~am~~i(~fti~;~?i~r, att~m_pted s~cide ~nd .suhsequmt con-
6' With i ·J~w eiceptio~s; all irrthslati()ns 'of Ov!d' s M~tamo,Phoses are those ' of 

·· · · c::•Martin:(2004 );~a~ionaHy m9<Hfied:'For the Latin t~xt;-lhave used mainly the 
.. ·.•· editi6n'ofW;$; Anderson{1972;;;.97); though I-have not followed him in capitaliz­

ing the;Jnitial letter of .each line and have sometimes changed his punctuation. 
·. 7 Scylla ha:d .already_ iilJlticipated capital punis~Cilt .aube llands of_ her father 

. . (Metam. 8.126-7). · · 
S Tissol ( 1?97:14-~5) Setl$itjvely e~~ll}ines Ovid's use of.paradox in thiU<tle. 
9 . In.a ·n~ber of .insmnces Ovid. alludes to his heroines _b_cingdrj_ve;l .~~d by their 
. .. passion .. QfM~de<t: . ratfone furorern .vincere ~91'! po~er:at (Met{trn . .. ?.1Q~ll ); of 

Scylla ; vix s~a, ·.vi; sana_e virgoN_iseia .cornpos rnentis erat . (8~.l?-6}i ~£ Byblis: 
dubiaque ita mente (9.473); incerme tanta estaiScordia mentis. (9,630); ium vero 

··· maestam tota M iletid4. mente defecisse(erunt; tum vero a pectore vestem deripuit 
..... ·:. planxltque suos furibunda Iacertos, umique palain est"ikmens (9.635~9); . 
1 (} Cf. Metam/ 1 0.320 (Myrrha} and 'Ars . 3.667 (the praeceptor amoris expresses 
·· · ' disJ:llaY that heis lcttmg women. in on~men's secrets) .. · · 
J 1 ;The locus.classicusfor such confusion in kinShip relations is, of.course, the tale of 

.. :Oedipus, as rendered-in Sophocles' tragedies ·Oil the theme. · 
q -.Although neither Byqlis nor Myrrha ,roarries her kinsman, . both e:)(prc::~s rhis as 

· their . .desire (Byblis: Metam.9,48:7::-'94; }vfyrrba: 10.356-64). . . . ... 
13 The intervention ofthe goddess Isis, on whose promises T elethusa had relied, is 
· · certainly at .stake here. Behind this uniquely positive denouement in i:he 
. Metamorp.hoses, however, lies a unique relationship to the father in the ta.le. 

\ Ovid~s teXt makes an extraordinary effort to portray the fatl1er, Ligdus, in a 
positive light. Despite the fact thatne would Wive exposed and killed his daughter 
at h'irth/ he weeps along with his wife even as he Sives her thfs order (Metam. 

·. ·. 9 .67():-82 ), and ·he is' expliCit ty . characterized. as: blameless ·• (it~culpata · [Metam. . 9.673]). • . . . . . . . . ' . . . . . • .. . 
14 Somewhat like SCylla, who' wishes' thai she had no father, Byblis identifies a 

·· . , previous generation as the source of:her problem: if she and Caunu:S c,{id not 
share the same grandpar(!n~. shi:;.avei-s,:lter amorous suit would 'be acceptable 

· . · ·· (Meiam~ 9 .49.1 ) ~ Tha~ graq~f.ith:er is the rivcr-Mae~det;, \Vhich, a s Ovid reminds 
·· · ' us injntrodtiillgt~e .'talc, . <;6rltirit~a1ly :~ b;1ck upoh itst:lf (~otiens redeuntis 
. eodtmt [9.4?1 ])~ Tbi~)s,-~tcou~se;: j~tw¥i:hi.,s ~anddaughterByblis ,has done by . .. ··directh\g ·_her-'pasSio~ ba,ck 'ii.Pon !let q}vntwip._ b:rother.·rather. 'than. outWa,rd, 

"resulti~g· i~ the_·iinpasse of 1hcestu6us' passio'r~ rather than the progress of ·, generations~ · · ·' .. , .,·.-, .. · - ~ - · 
.. . "' ~ :} \: '· . . · . . .'· .. .' ... 
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