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A Note on Translations

Throughout this Reader’s Guide, I have used David Raeburn’s Penguin translation of the Metamorphoses. Occasionally, where a more literal translation of the original Latin helps to illustrate a reading of the poem, I have added my own. Here, I have relied on William S. Anderson’s edition of the text of books 1–10, and J. P. Goold’s text of books 11–15. All line-numbering follows that of the Latin text for ease of reference.

In addition to Raeburn’s verse translation, readers of Ovid in English have the choice of numerous alternatives. The Harvard University Press Loeb Library offers a useful prose translation by Frank Justus Miller set alongside the Latin text and Melville’s fine blank verse translation also offers a fair and faithful rendering of the Latin. Arthur Golding’s 1567 translation is well worth a read (although the ‘Mary had a little lamb’ rhythm of his fourteener couplets can make Ovid’s epic seem even longer than it really is), as is George Sandys’ witty 1626 rendering, and Samuel Garth’s sparkling 1717 collection, where Dryden, Addison and Gay all turn their hands to translating the Metamorphoses.

Indeed, readers looking for ‘poetry’ in modern translations of Ovid’s poem should try the versions produced by other poets. David Slavitt’s beautifully idiosyncratic 1994 translation – or rather, ‘adaptation’ – of the Metamorphoses perfectly captures the playfulness and humour of the original, while Ted Hughes’ 1997 Tales from Ovid ingeniously transforms Ovid and his epic for a modern audience. Christopher Martin’s excellent Ovid in English offers a comprehensive collection of translations and adaptations of the Metamorphoses from Chaucer to Hughes and is also well worth reading. Full details of this work and all other translations cited here can be found in the bibliography.


Chapter 1

Contexts

There are fifteen books on changing forms,

Poems only just now saved from my funeral pyre.

Tell people that the face of my own fortunes

Can be reckoned among those Metamorphoses.

Ovid, Tristia. 1.1.117–120

As Ovid himself tells us, his own life story reads much like one of the tales of transformation narrated in his book of Metamorphoses. Born on March 20th 43 BC, a year after the assassination of Julius Caesar, Publius Ovidius Naso grew up in the small mountain town of Sulmo (Sulmona), part of a wealthy Roman family. His family intended him to follow a suitable career in the courts or the senate, sending him with his older brother to Rome to further his education – just as a young Octavian was about to receive the official title of ‘Augustus’ and Rome was about to enter its own new phase of radical transformation under his rule as ‘Princeps’ or ‘First Citizen’. After studying law and rhetoric with one of Rome’s most illustrious tutors, Arellius Fuscus, Ovid embarked on a short-lived political career, serving briefly on the ‘Committee of Three’, before stepping down from this first rung on the cursus honorem or political ladder and turning to poetry. In an autobiographical poem written towards the end of his life (Tristia 4.10.19–26), he tells us that:

For me, even as a boy, divine poetry was a pleasure

And the Muse kept drawing me to her private work.

Often my father said, ‘Why do you bother with such profitless pursuits?

Even Homer himself left no money.’

I was influenced by his words and, abandoning poetry completely,

I kept trying to write words free of verse.

But a song would come with its own rhyme

And whatever I tried to write became poetry.

Most of that poetry would be written in elegiac couplets – a long line or hexameter made up of six feet, followed by a short line or pentameter of five feet. Elegy is one of the oldest forms of classical poetry, used by the ancient Greeks to sing tales of myth and war, of politics and pederasty, of loss and love. But for the Roman elegiac poets Horace, Tibullus, and Propertius – and their successor, Ovid – elegy was primarily associated with the subject of love and it is this theme that provides a common thread throughout Ovid’s poetry.1

Ovid’s literary career probably began in his late teens and continued for over forty years, during which period he produced an extensive body of work – an ever changing and mutating poetic corpus. It is possible that the first poems of the elegiac Amores (Love Songs), a sparkling collection of poems offering an original and witty reworking of the traditions of Latin love elegy, were begun as early as 25 BC – when Ovid was only eighteen – and first published around 20 BC, with a second edition (the version that we have today) reissued around 10 BC. In the meantime Ovid produced the first volume of the Heroides (Heroines’ Letters), another highly innovative and imaginative collection of elegiac writing, in the form of a set of poetic letters or verse epistles from the heroines of classical myth and poetry to their absent lovers. It is likely that the first two books of his next work, the didactic Ars Amatoria (Arts of Love), giving lessons in the techniques of seduction and sex, also appeared at this time – a period of prolific poetic activity that was to quickly establish Naso (as Ovid was known to his contemporaries) as Rome’s greatest living poet. Published shortly afterwards, his Medicamina Faciei Femineae (Cosmetics for Women) – of which only a fragment remains – was followed by the third book of the Ars Amatoria, addressed this time to a female audience, along with Ovid’s antidote for unhappy lovers, the Remedia Amoris (Cures for Love). In each phase of his new literary career, and in each of these innovative elegiac works, Ovid effectively transformed the world of elegy, playfully metamorphosing every character and characteristic of the elegiac tradition into a new shape – a feature of his approach to poetry that would reappear (along with distinct echoes of the Amores, Heroides, and Ars Amatoria) in his next literary phase and in his most important piece of work, the epic Metamorphoses.

Although the Metamorphoses is the only one of Ovid’s extant poems to be written in dactylic hexameter verse (the characteristic metre of epic), it is possible to trace distinct evidence of continuity across the changing phases of his poetic corpus – and the influence of his earlier elegiac works upon the epic Metamorphoses should not be underestimated.2 Despite the change in genre and metre, repeated allusions to his earlier elegiac works remind the readers of this poem that the poet himself is one of the first of its characters to be transformed, as Ovid the tenerorum lusor amorum or ‘playful poet of tender love’ (as he describes himself in Tristia 4.10.1) is metamorphosed into Ovid the playful epic poet. What is more, work upon the epic fifteen book Metamorphoses appears to have been carried out concurrently with work on the elegiac Fasti (Calendar), a poem based on the Roman calendar, and there is a notable degree of overlap and mutual influence between the two, with several characters and episodes appearing in both poems.3 In particular, both works seem to share a common preoccupation with Augustus and his regime – a controversial and ironic topic given the poet’s subsequent fate.

 In AD 8, while on holiday on the island of Elba, with the Metamorphoses and Fasti unfinished, Ovid’s life was transformed once more. He received the sudden news that Augustus had ordered his banishment from Rome. Ovid was to spend an unspecified period – which turned out to be the rest of his life – in Tomis, a cold and austere outpost on the western shore of the Black Sea, on the edge of the Roman Empire and the civilized world. For an urbane, cultured, and emphatically Roman poet, whose work had been inspired by the people and politics of Rome, Roman lifestyles and Roman literature, to be banished from the capital itself was a harsh sentence, but to be sent to an inhospitable settlement of armed barbarians who spoke no Latin was a particularly cruel form of punishment. In Tomis (modern Constanta in Romania) he continued to write for a further ten years until his death in AD 17 at the age of sixty, revising the Fasti – possibly the Metamorphoses too – and producing the elegiac Tristia (Sorrows) and Epistulae ex Ponto (Letters from the Black Sea). Technically and officially, Ovid was punished not with exsilium (exile) but with relegatio (banishment) – an ostensibly more lenient penalty that did not involve the seizure of the poet’s financial assets, but did entail the public banning of his works. Ovid had been effectively silenced.4

In Tristia (2.207–12), Ovid explains the background to this punishment, but does not provide us with any particulars behind the ‘carmen et error’ that seems to have so offended Augustus:

Though two crimes, a poem and a mistake, have destroyed me,

On the cause of the one deed, I have to remain silent.

For I am not worthy of reopening your wounds, Caesar.

It is more than enough that you have been pained once.

The other charge remains: I am accused of becoming by a shameful poem

A teacher of obscene adultery.

The offensive poem (carmen) was probably his Ars Amatoria, but Ovid gives us very few clues as to the nature of his mistake (error), hinting only that he saw inadvertently something which he should not have (Tristia 2.103f). The reasons behind the poet’s banishment by the emperor Augustus remain a mystery. If it was really the publication of the Ars Amatoria that so offended Augustus, as Ovid suggests, then it seems strange that the emperor should wait almost nine years after the poem’s publication in 1 BC to punish its author. Certainly, the Ars Amatoria is no Roman Kama Sutra; its poetry is provocative rather than pornographic. Augustus’ real motive, Ovid implies, was some other unknown offence – often presumed to be a scandal related to the emperor’s granddaughter Julia, who was banished from Rome at around the same time as Ovid. But we will never know whether Ovid was ever really caught up in any serious affair concerning Julia, or whether Augustus was simply offended by the challenge to his personal credibility as champion of old-fashioned morality and decency that Ovid posed. What is clear is that Ovid regarded his punishment as akin to the tragic transformations described in his own Metamorphoses, identifying himself with the victims of wrathful gods – most obviously, with the tragic figure of Actaeon who stumbles upon the goddess Diana bathing and who, in punishment for this error, is transformed into a stag and ripped to pieces by his own hunting hounds (3.155–255). Writing from his exile in Tomis, Ovid explicitly evokes the story of Actaeon as a parallel to his own (Tristia 2.76–83):

Why did I see anything? Why did I make my eyes criminals?

Why was a wrong, unwittingly, made known to me?

Actaeon, unaware, saw Diana naked:

Still he became prey to his own hounds.

Even bad luck must be atoned for among the powers that be,

To an offended god bad luck is no excuse.

On that day when my unfortunate error misled me,

My poor, innocent house was destroyed.

The poems of the Tristia turn again and again to reflect characters, motifs and images familiar from the Metamorphoses. So, in the opening poem of the collection (Tristia 1.1.71–4, 79–82), Ovid identifies himself with Phaethon who, like the poet, is represented in the Metamorphoses as the unfortunate and innocent victim of a thunderbolt ‘unjustly launched’ (2.377f) by a punitive deity. This motif, in which Augustus is aligned with thunderbolt-wielding Jupiter, is repeated again and again in the Tristia, each repetition reinforcing the idea that Ovid’s own fate mirrors the tragic transformations described in his Metamorphoses. Indeed, so strongly is this impression stamped in the Tristia that it is tempting to see in the text of the Metamorphoses itself signs of revision and rewriting by Ovid while in exile.5

 Ovid certainly claims that the Metamorphoses remained unfinished at the time of his banishment; he even asserts that he had tried to burn the manuscript before leaving Rome. But, he confesses with tongue in cheek, other copies were already in circulation, so the poem survived (Tristia 1.7.13–34). He even goes so far as to write a short preface for the allegedly unfinished text already circulating privately in Rome, protesting that he would have liked to have corrected its defects, if only he had been allowed. However, while it is likely that Ovid did indeed take both the Fasti and the Metamorphoses into exile with him, the book burning story is too close to the legend of Virgil’s deathbed instructions that his own unfinished Aeneid be burned to deserve too much credit. We can only speculate whether or not the text of the Metamorphoses that we possess today was revised by Ovid in exile, and whether or not the features that seem to foreshadow his fate were added or enhanced during that revision.

In either case, Augustus’ influence can clearly be felt throughout the fifteen books of the Metamorphoses. Unlike his poetic predecessors, who had experienced at first hand the bloody breakdown of Rome’s democratic government and its chaotic transition from Republic to de facto monarchy under Augustus, Ovid entered adult life at a point of relative order and stability in Rome’s troubled history. Unlike Virgil, who had lost his family’s estate to pay off war veterans, or Horace, who had actually fought against Octavian during the civil war, or Propertius, who lost his brother to the conflict, Ovid had no personal experience of the civil strife that had dominated life for the generation before him, and knew no other political authority before the Augustan regime. Critics have tended to see this important difference as offering an explanation for the comparative
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