
                                                   Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

Note at the onset how the trajectory of Ancient Greece is not limited to Europe and how 

it spans three continents- Europe, especially the southern part of Balkan peninsula bending into 

numerous islands in the Ionian Sea in the west and the Cretan and Mediterranean Sea in the 

south that goes down to the north coast of Africa and up to the western islands of Asia Minor 

interspersed across the Aegean Sea and goes further east till the Black Sea. (Image 1)The Greco 

Roman civilization bloomed in this crossroad of continents and was shaped through maritime 

trade routes and migrations from the inlands of all these continents. That is why when we are 

talking about these Greek and Roman myths we need to remember that they have a flexing 

relationship with the history of diverse clans that thrived in the Mediterranean region and are 

actually many layered that only much later crystallized in the writings of Homer or Hesiod.  

Ovid’s great compendium of 250 myths spread across 15 books that take into account the 

entire history of the universe from the moment of Creation to the reign of Julius Caesar was 

originally published in 8AD and was, in any way, composed between 1
st
 century BC and 1

st
 

century AD, the heydays of Classical Rome. Ovid was an extremely learned man who trained in 

the classical art of rhetoric and had the entire corpus of Greek and Latin works dealing with 

mythology at his disposal when he was composing his magnum opus- Homer, Sophocles, 

Euripides, Virgil and so on. Ovid’s learning and playfulness are important measures in the 

understanding of his writing but so is his political affiliation which earned him an exile to a 

remote province on the shore of Black Sea by the emperor Augustus Caesar and he attributes his 

misfortune to a “poem and an error”. While we can only speculate about that error without any 

definitive record, contemporary politics would be an important consideration in our reading of 

myths chiseled up by Ovid, which are not certainly prehistory but caught up with the tide of 

society, economics, politics and what not. 

We would concentrate upon two accounts, the account of Bacchus from Book III and the 

account of Philomela from Book VI and try to read them closely to respond to the challenges 

Ovid throws at us.  

Bacchus is of course the Roman name of the Greek god Dionysus, the deity of wine, 

fertility, madness and creativity. But if we look at the iconographies that have come down to us 

through Greek vase paintings, Roman mosaic and sculptures we would find that Dionysus is a 

bearded mature man in leopard skin with an erect penis surrounded by half goat satyrs and 

frenzied Maenads, his women companion with a cup of wine while Bacchus is a beautiful young 

man, somewhat feminine visibly intoxicated with a thyrsus or a kind of wooden staff wreathed 

with ivy and often holding a bunch of grape. If we look deeper into the cluster of myths 

surrounding Bacchus we would find four different layers entangled that we need to separately 

consider in order to comprehend him better.  



The first one is that of Iacchus, connected with the Eleusinian mysteries of the Mycenean 

civilization that predates the Greeks but existed strongly in Greek culture where Dionysus is the 

eternal charming boy, the son of Zeus and Demeter who represent harvest and fertility. 

Remember how in Ovid’s account the sailors encounter a charming boy on the shores of Chios at 

dawn.   

The second one is Dionysus who is mortal born, his mother being Semele, who is a kind 

of outsider to the Olympian pantheon. What is important for us is to consider is that his stories 

mostly come from the east. In Euripides’ The Bacchae, he is an outsider to Thebes, the kingdom 

of Pentheus. (Image 2) He represents madness in Greek polis obsessed with rational control of 

self as prerequisite for citizenship that excluded women and slaves and is a visible threat to 

human law and governance. He is the counterpart of the harmonious and rational Apollo. But 

this madness does not really come from the outside, it comes from the deep within, as Aciotes 

tells, there is no god closer than he, that has been translated by Innes as there is no god greater 

than he. Greeks veritably conceived of the citizen by excluding the mad self which they termed 

as Ate, that lies within and threats to possess us and aligned it with the feminine. Note how 

befitting it is that Pentheus, who is obsessed with the military code of manliness would be 

slaughtered by his own aunt, mother and sisters in Bacchic frenzy. In Euripides he himself turns 

feminine and mad under the spell of the god before being torn to pieces by the women of his 

family. Apart from Euripides, his other important source is Homer’s “Hymn to Dionysus” from 

which he imports the narrative of the sailor but conjugates the name Acoetes with it, noted as one 

of the earliest devotees of Dionysus. It helps him to find a direct account of transformation as the 

faithless sailors morph into fishes and dolphins, as the boy Bacchus reveals himself while being 

absconded in a direction opposite of Naxos, his chosen destination. It is important how Acoetes 

is a Lydian or a Maenoian, all areas in the Near East in modern day Turkey and Iran from where 

the cult of Dionysus arrived to Greece.  

The third figure is the Roman Bacchus who is called Lusios or someone who binds and 

unbinds, liberates from the burdens of life and yet binds one to the rhythm of it. He is veritably a 

nature god, associated with the woodlands and whose cult traced the spread of agriculture and 

vineyards that reflects a merger of Iacchus and Dionysus. In Euripides the prisoner brought 

before Pentheus is Bacchus himself in Ovid it is Acoetes. But he is a god revealed to only those 

who can see, like the blind prophet Tiresias and not to someone blinded with power and prowess.  

The fourth figure is that of Liber, a wine god also associated with the plebeians, the poor 

dispossessed folk of imperial Rome and their wild revelries the authority was afraid of. Ovid 

mentions this name 7 times in the course of this short episode. This dovetails perfectly with the 

fact that Acoetes is a poor fisherman without an inheritance. The fact that Ovid was writing a 

play in Tristia or “sorrows” his collection making Pentheus as the protagonist that dramatizes a 

polemic against Augustus further fuels this speculation.  



Now we come to the most problematic part of this account, the way Pantheus appears to 

be a wild boar before Autonoe and other frenzied women who kills him with their thyrsus and 

tears into bits. Note how the frenzied cries of initiated women are perceived as battle cries by 

Pentheus. A direct clash between the authoritarian and martial code of the king and the feminine 

code of the devotee, apparently vulnerable is staged where the devotees decisively win. The 

shape of Pentheus as a boar is also remarkable because in the account of Euripides he appears as 

a mountain lion. Pig is a beast associated with the cult of Demeter and in Roman mythology with 

that of Ceres, the goddess of grains. Pig is not only a symbol of fertility it represents pollution 

that goes beyond the realm of human and in the logic of Greco-roman mythology becomes holy 

through ritual sacrifice. The Dionysiac ritual of sparhamos or tearing of flesh and omophagia or 

eating of raw flesh represents this sacrifice that enacts a ritual crime and the collective reparation 

of the guilt. It subsumes and incorporates the resisting body of Pentheus into the body of 

Bacchus himself. The transgressor Pentheus in this way is symbolically made into an earnest 

worshipper of Dionysus, one flesh with him.   

Next we come to the account of Tarquin, Procne and Philomela. Note the location of 

Thrace in the mountainous region spread between Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey that comes down 

to the Aegean Sea. Tarquin is referred from the very onset as a barbarian. This is a very notable 

distinction in Classical Rome denoting the cultural status of a person beyond the civilization of 

Rome and its lauded virtues of temperance and civility. He is clearly an excessively passionate 

man lusting after his wife’s sister Philomela. But his marriage is disapproved from the very onset 

by the divinities, marked by the absence of Hymen, Graces and Juno and the presence of the 

furies, the spirits of revenge and bloodshed. Tarquin descends from Mars and the Thracian were 

known for their military prowess but that does not qualify him to be the husband of an Athenian 

princess, Procne, the city being a paradigm of Greek culture itself. Tarquin chances upon 

Philomela bearing the message from her elder sister seeking her company, feels and 

overwhelming desire for her, rapes her in the dark depths of a forest and cuts her tongue to 

silence the crime. Philomela weaves a peplos, a kind of tapestry, with her pain and desire for 

revenge, “a scarlet design on a white ground”. The setting of the revenge is quite remarkable. 

Procne suppresses in her the grief she feels for her sister that in its silence parallels Philomela’s 

trauma that could not find any verbal utterance. She finds an occasion to vent her grief during the 

festival of Dionysus and dresses herself and her sister as Maenads. As in the story of Pentheus in 

this narrative the violent potential of the feminine domain is realized through the rituals of 

Dionysus. She finds in her son Itys a resemblance to her husband Tereus and decides to kill him 

to take revenge. She cooks him and serves as food to her husband, an ultimate undoing of the 

familial law that binds the parents with children. This act of cannibalism connects with the act of 

incest Tereus committed, especially because Pandion entrusted a paternal responsibility upon 

him. The prohibition of incest and cannibalism function as the threshold that separate the human 

and the bestial across cultures and work as a transitional zone of Nature and Culture. The image 

of the sun killing mother evidently recalls the image of Medea in Euripides who was a Barbarian 

sorceress and not Athenian princesses like Procne and Philomela. Ovid through this masterly 



portrayal undoes the sense of cultural superiority that termed all non Hellenistic races as 

Barbarian. There is another remarkable detail in the cooking of Itys’ dismembered parts- “boiling 

some in bronze spots, and roasting some on spits” that clearly refers to Dionysiac-Orphic 

sacrificial meals. Tereus’ body becomes a kind of living tomb for Itys. He pursues the sisters but 

they turn into birds-Nightingale and Swallow. He does not clearly mention who turns into what 

steering clear of the confusing variants. Tereus turns into a Hoopoe, with a crown of feathers and 

a long beak. It is interesting to note that both the Swallow and the Nightingale are associated 

with spring that denotes renewal but this myth is a telling reminder that new beginnings are not 

really innocent and carry a melancholy burden of the past. Hoopoe on the other hand is 

symbolically associated with succession, the relationship between child and father, often 

depicted in the tombs and temples of Minoan Crete and Ancient Egypt. The word used by Ovid 

is “Epops”, literally meaning “overseer”, that contains a brutal ironical inversion of the Cretan 

symbolism where the father perpetually supervises the dead child without a possibility of 

succession. 

Pyramus and Thisbe are two lovers in the city of Babylon who occupy connected 

houses/walls, forbidden by their parents to be wed, because of their parents' rivalry. Through a 

crack in one of the walls, they whisper their love for each other. They arrange to meet near 

Ninus’ tomb under a mulberry tree and state their feelings for each other. Thisbe arrives first, but 

upon seeing a lioness with a mouth bloody from a recent kill, she flees, leaving behind her veil. 

When Pyramus arrives he is horrified at the sight of Thisbe's veil, assuming that a wild beast has 

killed her. Pyramus kills himself, falling on his sword in proper Babylonian fashion, and in turn 

splashing blood on the white mulberry leaves. Pyramus' blood stains the white mulberry fruits, 

turning them dark. Thisbe returns, eager to tell Pyramus what had happened to her, but she finds 

Pyramus' dead body under the shade of the mulberry tree. Thisbe, after a brief period of 

mourning, stabs herself with the same sword. In the end, the gods listen to Thisbe's lament, and 

forever change the colour of the mulberry fruits into the stained colour to honour the forbidden 

love. It is an etiological myth, justifying the transformation of ripe mulberry fruits into purple 

from an unripe white. The setting in Babylon brings a connection with ancient Assyrian 

civilization and an older version of the myth where Pyramus transformed into a river, currently 

called Ceyhan and Thisbe into a spring, drawing parallel with the primordial father and mother 

of all the creatures in Iliad, the river Oceanus, encircling the earth and the spring Tethys, 

bringing water to it, staging eternal return of star crossed lovers. It became a template of doomed 

lovers inspiring Boccaccio, Chaucer, Shakespeare and so on.  

 


