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SERIES PREFACE

While our intention in writing this preface was to provide a neutral introduction that could stand for the whole series, recent events are too dramatic and relevant to ignore. As we launch the series, and write this text, we are (hopefully) emerging from the ravages of the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic. Along with the climate crisis, this experience has increased awareness of human reliance and impact on the environments we occupy, dramatically emphasized human inability to control nature, and reinforced perceptions that the environment is the most pressing political and social issue of our time. It confirms our belief that the time is right to situate our current (abnormal?) relationship with nature within an examination of human interactions with the environment over the longue durée – a belief that has given rise to this series.

Ancient Environments sets out to explore (from a variety of perspectives) different constructions of the ‘environment’ and understandings of humankind’s place within it, across and around the Mediterranean from 3500 BCE–750 CE. By ‘environment’ we mean the worlds of living and non-living things in which human societies and cultures exist and with which they interact. The series focuses on the co-construction of humans and the natural world. It examines not only human-led interactions with the environment (e.g., the implications of trade or diet), but also those that foreground earth systems and specific environmental phenomena; it investigates both physical entities and events and ancient, imagined environments and alternate realities. The initial and primary focus of this series is the ancient world, but by explicitly exploring, evaluating and contextualizing past human societies and cultures in dialogue with their environments, it also aims to illuminate the development and reception of environmental ideas and concepts, and to provoke a deeper understanding of more long-term and widespread environmental dynamics.

The geographical remit of this series includes not only the cultures of the Mediterranean and Near East, but also those of southern Europe, North Africa including Egypt, northern Europe, the Balkans and the shores of the Black Sea. We believe that encompassing this broader geographical extent supports a more dynamic, cross-disciplinary and comparative approach – enabling the series to transcend traditional boundaries in scholarship. Its temporal range is also far-reaching: it begins with the Neolithic (a dynamic date range, depending on location in the Near East/Europe) because it marks a distinct change in the ways in which human beings interacted with their environment. We have chosen c. 750 CE as our end date because it captures the broadest understanding of the end of Late Antiquity in the Central Mediterranean area, marking the rise of the Carolingians in the West, and the fall of the Ummayyad Caliphate in the East.

Our series coincides with, and is inspired by, a particular focus on ‘the environmental turn’ in studies of the ancient world, as well as across humanities more generally. This focus is currently provoking a reassessment of approaches that have tended to focus solely on people and their actions, prompting scholars to reflect instead (or alongside) on the key role of the environments in which their historical subjects lived, and which shaped and were shaped by them. By extending beyond the chronological and geographical boundaries that often define – and limit – understanding of the meaning of ‘antiquity’, we intend that this series should encourage and enable broader participation from within and beyond relevant academic disciplines. This series will, we hope, not only advance the investigation of ancient ecological experiences, but also stimulate reflection on responses to contemporary ecological challenges.

The editors would like to express heartfelt thanks to Alice Wright at Bloomsbury Press who first conceived the idea and suggested it to Esther, and who has done so much to develop it, and to Georgina Leighton, in particular for her work in launching the series. We are extremely grateful to the members of the Series Board, who have provided such wonderful encouragement and support, and to our authors (current and future) who have entrusted their work to this ‘home’. We have chosen the ‘Mistress of Animals’ or Potnia Theron, a figure found in Near Eastern, Minoan, Mycenean, Greek and Etruscan art over thousands of years, as the motif for the series.
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INTRODUCTION

Francesca Martelli and Giulia Sissa1

Bodies. Change. Deep ecological time. The themes that Ovid summarily announces in his proem to the Metamorphoses speak readily to the preoccupations of many discourses currently being used to describe the place of the human within the systems of planetary life in which s/he is enmeshed. The corporeality of the changes that he describes situates the poem within a materialist tradition that stretches from the Presocratics to modern science.2 That tradition has only gained in urgency as the transformative impact that humans have had on the material biosphere has become more visible, not least in its effect on the human body. If Virgil inaugurates an ecocritical tradition that laments the former process, Ovid’s poem stands at the head of a tradition that takes a slightly different line.3 It too denounces the destruction posed by the human disruption of the wider ecosphere, but it frequently does so by demonstrating the dangerous consequences that such intervention holds for human beings: the poem’s persistent take on metamorphosis, which describes the transformation of humans into other life forms (rather than the other way around), speaks presciently to the capacity for ecological change to be felt by, and imprinted on, the human. Anthropos, the sovereign subject that Enlightenment Europeans conjured as the legacy of Classical Greece, is being unmade in disciplines as diverse as philosophy, cultural anthropology, evolutionary biology and atmospheric chemistry, thanks in part to developments in cultural and scientific understanding, and in part to a raised awareness of the harm that the assumed sovereignty of the human has imposed on planetary life.4 Ovid’s Metamorphoses reminds us, more insistently than any other single text from ancient Greece or Rome, that that unmaking is already an important story within antiquity, and that, as far as Anthropos is concerned, we should take the Enlightenment’s projections onto the Classical past as partial, at the very least.

The purpose of this volume is to track some of the ecological meanings that are implicit in Ovid’s stories of that unmaking, and to frame these meanings in light of various lines of contemporary ecocritique.5 While the Latin language has no specific word for either the environment or ecology (and its cognates), the Metamorphoses illustrates a foundational premise of much modern environmental and/or ecological thought in its display of the highly porous relationship between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’. In this, it exemplifies Bruno Latour’s reason for advocating a return to the thought structures and patterns of the ‘premodern’ world: namely, their ability to straddle and hybridize disparate discourses (scientific, political and even poetic) in order to allow humans to conceptualize the interconnections between the human and the physical world. This is one of the chief imperatives of environmental criticism, in all its many stripes, and it is one to which Ovid’s poem repeatedly answers.6 In this Introduction, we will offer a brief sketch of the ecological discourses with which our papers engage, tracing the way in which these discourses relate to one another, signposting where our contributors advance this narrative, and demonstrating (briefly) their bearing for Ovid’s poem (and vice versa). Our discussion tracks in and out of the philosophical traditions that have broached various ecological concerns – about ethics, materialism, subjects and objects – and picks up those discourses that take over where philosophy’s answers to those concerns fail to address their concrete manifestation in the earth’s actual life systems and actors. Within the sprawling field of contemporary ecocriticism, philosophy’s abstractions frequently yield to the observational techniques of various forms of ethnography and to anthropological theories that are based on concrete processes of observational attention. As curious students of this field, we attempt in this Introduction to keep pace with the way in which these disparate discourses pick up from, fall short of and overlap with one another, and to demonstrate where and how Ovid’s poem is positioned to intervene in them. The Metamorphoses emerges from our study as a text riven by disparate ecological visions: one in which systems of life are sustained in symbiotic balance, and another in which the differences between life forms collapse in on each other, threatening (and producing) untold forms of destruction. To complicate this double strategy even more, the poem alerts its readers to the intrinsic hazards of metamorphosis itself. Non-human incarnations of human subjectivity create confusion, violence and even cannibalism. In presenting all these visions, the poem mirrors both the aspirations and the fears of contemporary ecological thought.

Anthropology, animism and metamorphosis

All things are in flux (cuncta fluunt).7 This is Pythagoras speaking in Book 15 of the Metamorphoses, but this general premise runs throughout the myriad narratives that make up the poem. The first two lines announce a storytelling of nova corpora, the new bodies into which multiple beings, more precisely human beings, are to be converted.8 The poem will detail their becoming, namely their coming to be otherwise – in a variety of non-anthropomorphic re-embodiments.

Ovid creates a possible world, in which new bodies can be generated all the time. And this because the gods transform themselves – think of Zeus morphing into a cow, an eagle, a shower of rain – and transform human beings, as in the rest of the poem. A possible world is not simply a fictional world. In the wake of modal semantics, a possible world may well be fantastic and unrealistic, but is apprehended in its internal coherence. A variety of necessary and conceivable consequences – and not merely a sequence of de facto invented situations – unfolds from postulates, premises and dispositions. Once a text sets a principle – for instance, by announcing: ‘I will tell of shapes changed into new bodies’ – we are invited to ask questions as to what is bound to happen, what is admissible, probable, inevitable or off-limits. We are expected to ask these questions, to probe the logic of the events. The text may well surprise us, but it must abide by the law it has laid down.9 We also may consider how far what is imaginable for figures within a poem may be feasible for us too. This is how we cooperate to make sense of what we read.10 Characters are such that we can anticipate or at least try to guess what might happen to them. What may well be impossible for us, metamorphosis, is possible for them.

The Metamorphoses is a thought experiment in which this logical modality – the possibility of the impossible – is incessantly explored: the fifteen books of the poem contain more than 200 tales, making the text an open-ended meditation about the very possibility of metamorphosis. Simply by repetition, this deliberately innovative epic poem confirms that the sudden disfigurement of a human being can happen – and may happen now at once, at any time. Seriality generates probability. In the array of cosmological and non-cosmological, reversible and irreversible changes, this is what brings together all the episodes. Transformation occurs as an accident, but, because it does so over and over again, verse after verse, book after book, it becomes a systemic occurrence. Rather than emphasizing the randomness of individual metamorphoses, therefore, we should comprehend the logical structure of this infinitely expanding universe. This is an environment where shapes may always shift. As Pythagoras puts it, the ecosphere undergoes a continuous renovation.11

Five premises ground such a reading of the poem. First, the flux is active, lively, productive. The entire poem is meant to offer an ontological understanding of the environment, as opposed to a merely ‘ontic’ description of what is already there. Beings are apprehended in the contingent event of their coming to be in the world, right now. They may well not exist at all; they may never have come into existence. But there they are! Secondly, the prospect of metamorphosis defines this textual world. The frequency of so many alterations of the anthropomorphic shape determines the likelihood of change as a permanent ontological risk. Thirdly, such a risk is treacherous.

Metamorphosis may and can occur any minute, or might have occurred already, unbeknownst to ourselves. Uncertainty can elicit wonder, to be sure, but also loss, horror and fear. One disquieting chance, that of a corporeal makeover, sets the stage for the entire narrative: by modifying pre-existent, adult, human individuals who were already there, metamorphosis extends indefinitely the potential to generate new beings. The poem, therefore, is a meditation not only on the probability of metamorphosis itself, but also on its epistemic consequences. Change is incomplete. These newly modified individuals are hybrids. In the interplay of ipse/idem or ipsa/eadem, an old subjectivity, an autobiographical memory and a familiar intentionality remain alive while a differently-able anatomy now has come into existence. It is much more than a similarity between old and new, it is an invisible presence.12 Humans have changed beyond recognition. If this is possible, then what else could possibly happen? Who knows?13 In any event, we are in danger. Fourthly, the danger affects us as members of humankind, but also as spectators of the poem’s possible world. In the book, all humanlike beings are the potential victims of alteration. How about us, here and now? Are we too dwelling in a fluid universe? Finally, our last premise is that change itself changes. The temporality of metamorphic becoming is both discontinuous and slow. Freeze frame: the stone who/that is Niobe, suddenly petrified and still weeping, is going to be there for some time. It is there. She is there.

By creating a possible world in which a human form can always yield to a new body, the poem offers a narrative reflection on what it means to be ‘specifically’ human. In the tradition of taxonomic thought inaugurated by Aristotle, the anthropos belongs in a stable system of analogies and distinctions vis-à-vis all other living beings. Metamorphic thinking dislodges humanity from its unique place. That the beings undergoing metamorphosis should be our fellow humans – except when Pyrrha and Deucalion convert stones into women and men, which restart the process of anthropogenesis – can hardly be a coincidence. In her chapter, Claudia Zatta reminds us that these ancestral people have themselves a nonhuman provenance from mineral parcels of the earth. Yet, they proliferate as our own human progenitors. To be human in this metamorphic environment means, on the one hand, to be neatly distinct from an herbivorous quadruped, from an evergreen bush and even from a new block of granite; on the other, it means to be exposed to the fluidification of that distinction, to the possibility of acquiring a new version of who/what we are. Metamorphosis, therefore, is all about us. It is about how a human existence can slide, glide, melt, fuse, dissolve or harden into a more complicated existence – still there, but now looking like a laurel tree, and moving, signifying intent as only a laurel tree can possibly do. It is about our own morphological vulnerability.

This is why Ovid’s Metamorphoses is a piece of anthropology. It starts as a narrative ready-made for the structural analysis practised by Claude Lévi-Strauss.14 It offers a classification of beings – plants, minerals, stars, rivers, springs, nonhuman and human animals – which have emerged from an indistinct origin. The universe expands through a progressive differentiation. These beings multiply and proliferate in different spaces, being equipped with dissimilar yet matching features. What is hair for a woman is leaves for a tree. But the poem itself sets analogy into narrative motion. The poet selects relevant qualities available in his culture, and combines them in a sequence. Paradigmatic possibilities are actualized in syntagmatic emplotments. It is a twofold form of relationality. For, as Emily Gowers emphasizes in her paper on the similarities between trees and humans, the dissimilarities are just as important: a young woman is not a vegetable. Her hair, arms, face and swift feet are different from leaves, branches and roots, yet the parts of these two bodies stand in a rapport of equivalence. The roots of a bush correspond to the lower limbs of a human being. The poem invites us to observe this analogy.

But it does much more. This particular person, Daphne, is now running from an unwelcome suitor, the young god, Apollo, and is in the process of becoming a particular plant, the laurel tree, her mane now trembling in the wind under the species of delicate leaves. Analogy in narrative motion becomes metamorphosis. This can happen, because this poetic world, as we have said, is defined by such possibility, stipulated at the beginning – and such possibility is what matters. It is not the case that all women are also trees, or that all trees are females or that all females are prone to become arboreal vegetation.15 Quite the opposite. The cosmos is neatly set out. Rather, it is the case that the specificity of a human body is compatible with an individual, eventful, ever-probable disfiguration or refiguration. This twofold feature – paradigmatic taxonomy and potential change in the course of a narration – is systematic. Structural analysis is indeed attentive to intrigues, twists and turns in what we call ‘myths’, but it looks for patterns. Its purpose is to examine how the ideas that belong to the ethnographic context, namely the imagination and knowledge shared in a given society about the environment, have been placed and interconnected in a story-line. The structure of a myth is made up of mythemes, namely of narrative segments that may either recur or reverse each other, in parallelistic arrangements. The essential objective of a structural analysis is to identify how a myth recounts the transformation of an initial state of affairs, by repeating, permutating, inverting topical moments. More ambitiously, such an analysis tracks down variations from one myth to another.

Now, a thought-provoking new trend has emerged, which is shifting the very project of contemporary anthropology. A pupil of Lévi-Strauss, Philippe Descola, has argued that different societies live within different ontologies.16 One of them is animism. The world is one ecosphere, in which all beings may well inhabit the most disparate bodies, but nevertheless share a common subjectivity. The same core of conscience, agency and selfhood is susceptible of belonging to anything that exists, no matter how that thing has come to be – growing spontaneously, being carefully cultivated, being crafted by an artisan, being born of parents, or being otherwise transformed. Because variety is so vast, the people who live in an animist society may occasionally fail to perceive their shared identity. But the commonality is there, and it is modelled on human capacities. It is the human soul that can be, or move, everywhere. An animist mythology, therefore, is keen on narrating precisely how seemingly nonhuman animals, plants or minerals are animated like humans, or even derive from humans through a morphological transformation. These ontologies project human animation onto all other beings, and conceive cosmogony as ‘anthropogenesis’, meant as a descent from human beings. The anthropoi have no privileges, paradoxically, because they are everywhere, and engender everything.

In this ontological perspective, nature is inseparable from what anthropologists used to call ‘culture’, namely the social, technical and symbolic creations of a society. Descola’s ground-breaking book is programmatically entitled Beyond Nature and Culture because, unlike Western, modern ontologies, animism presupposes the absence of such a neat distinction. Rather, the same anima or animus moves, travels and crosses boundaries, being able to animate any possible part and parcel of the cosmos. Shamanism and, unsurprisingly, metamorphosis are the typical expressions of animism.

While exploring the ‘variations of metamorphosis’, Descola emphasizes how easy and obvious the ‘plasticity’ of forms can be:


Often enough, it is perfectly ‘ordinary’ human or nonhuman persons, that is, ones with no mythological antecedents, that are credited with this capacity of metamorphosis, thereby testifying to the normality of the interchangeability of forms among all those who possess the same subjectivity. However, this plasticity is not total, and some modes of embodiment are less frequent than others. Conversion from animal to human and from human to animal is a constant feature in animist ontologies: the former process reveals interiority, while the latter is an attribute of the power with which certain particular individuals (shamans, sorcerers, specialists in ritual) are credited, namely the power to transcend at will the discontinuity of forms and adopt as their vehicle the body of some animal species with which they maintain special relations. The metamorphosis of a human into a plant or of a plant into a human is not so common and even less common is that of an animal into another animal species. […] The conclusion that may be drawn from this list of possible and impossible metamorphoses is that the common fund of interiority stems from the set of characteristics observable in human beings, while the discontinuity of physicalities is modelled on the astonishing diversity of animal bodies.17


The reader of Ovid’s Metamorphoses is bound to feel at home here. The possibility of metamorphosis haunts the poem. Human beings become stars, stones, trees, flowers and animals of all shapes and sizes. Nimbler than a shaman, Pythagoras has indeed lived as another person. Now, to say, as we did earlier, that this is a possible world implies that we, as well as the Roman readers in the first century CE, do not necessarily believe that these transformations could actually happen. Our own language supposes the standpoint of what Descola calls a ‘naturalistic’ ontology, namely the separation of the human experience of the world from the domain of nature. In our ‘nature’, a woman does not become a cow. We do not tackle here the broad question of the credibility of mythology (and of poetry) in ancient societies. But we must emphasize the contribution of the Metamorphoses to the contemporary reflection on a plurality of ontologies. Fresher than ever, Ovid’s poem can be read as a thought experiment in animism. Whereas Lucretius denies both the possibility of new bodies coming to life, except through specific generation, and the existence of an immortal soul, Ovid takes up the challenge of these two postulates: human animation survives through infinite change.18

Reading animism

The Metamorphoses is a manifesto of animism. Whereas a structural analysis would scrutinize oppositions and reversals from one episode to another, an ontological reading brings to the fore the possibility of metamorphosis as if this were the essential meaning of the poem – what truly matters. Animism, however, assumes an idiosyncratic shape. It carries a reflective overtone. Ovid infuses his palpitating stories with an inquisitive meditation about the consequences of animation. Which nods to the readers. The potential for ecocriticism lies in this normative perspective.

In the past, metamorphosized bodies have been ostensibly human like ours; now, they have ceased to look like us. On the one hand, it is human beings who are in danger of being altered. We are concerned. On the other, the loss of anthropomorphic features is not a complete dehumanization. One of us is still, albeit invisibly, there. The relentless account of change acts as a revelation: we learn that differences have a history. Our fellow humans such as Io, Acteon, Niobe, Daphne have become others and, more precisely, imperceptibly hybrids. The text emphasizes imperceptibility over otherness. Some human subjectivity remains there, still. This storytelling, as we have said, generates a perceptual challenge: now we know that the universe is filled with shapes that are no longer humanlike, but in which a residue of human consciousness may go unobserved. Potential confusion, we should add, is contrived by the wicked deceptiveness of these hybrids, so beautifully
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