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Thomas and Evelyn Gahn Prize

"Arachne's Tapestry: Women's Voices in Ovid's
Metamorphoses"

Seth Speerstra

“Rapta semel videor bis quoque digna rapi?”

“Do I, having been seized once, seem deserving to be seized again?”
Ovid, Heroides 17.21-22 (Helene Paridi, Helen to Paris)

Introduction

The lines above, in which Helen responds to Paris’ advances, demonstrate Ovid’s
capacity to empathize with Roman women’s plight with a nuanced eye. Recalling how she was
abducted by Theseus in her youth, Helen asks if she now “deserves” to be seized by force (rapi)
a second time. Even though Helen was not at fault for her kidnapping, her male contemporaries
nonetheless considered her “tarnished” by it. Her question to Paris implicitly asks if he thinks
that she was complicit in her first abduction and had therefore become a “looser” woman. Helen
understands that the society she lived in did not regard women highly. Pointing out this unjust
standard towards women’s sexuality, chastity, and rape, and exposing it through the voice of a
famous woman is what makes Ovid so unique among Roman authors. I want to explore whether
Ovid captured the experiences and emotions of Roman women accurately. If so, this would
demonstrate that at least some classical writers were cognizant of and sympathetic towards the

lower status of women within their society.



Ovid often makes women the protagonists of his stories and pushes back against common
tropes of depicting Roman women. His heroines have both positive and negative characteristics,
they often subvert traditional Roman femininity, and they struggle with genuine social dilemmas
faced by real Roman women. Since hardly any writing by Roman women has been preserved,
Ovid’s poetry offers unique opportunities to look for the perspectives of these women. However,
we need to employ careful textual analysis and read between the lines of his poetry. My research
will examine how Ovid depicts women in the Metamorphoses, the most prolific of Ovid’s
poems. I will be looking for women as active agents (rather than merely playing a passive role)
to assess Ovid’s empathy regarding women’s role in patriarchal Roman society. Ovid’s depiction
of women suffering sexual assault is extremely important in my research, as it is one of the most
persistent themes in his works. Justice and injustice are key issues in this paper, and I will
determine whether Ovid intentionally depicts women being treated unjustly as a way of

criticizing the treatment of women in larger society.

Ovid and the Metamorphoses

The Metamorphoses is Ovid’s magnum opus—his longest and most famous work. The
Metamorphoses is an epic poem, written after the style of Vergil’s Aeneid and the epics of
Homer. It was published in 8 CE, the same year in which Ovid was exiled by the princeps
Augustus. Scholars assume that Ovid was exiled either because of an affair with the emperor’s
daughter Julia or because his previous work, the Ars Amatoria, was so salacious that it offended
the emperor.t” With regard to historical context, Alan Griffin points out the important
generational gap between Ovid and the other famous Augustan poets Virgil and Horace.

Whereas the older poets had lived through the Roman civil wars as adults, Ovid was just twelve

I Alan H.F. Griffin, “Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses.”” Greece & Rome 24, no. 1 (1977), 58.



years old when those wars ended. Therefore, Griffin argues, Virgil and Horace were more
appreciative of the Augustan peace, and this is reflected in their works, which were extremely
laudatory of the new emperor.? Although Ovid certainly pays his dues to Augustus in the

Metamorphoses, there are hints of rebelliousness as well. Ovid’s views on the principate are

outside the scope of this paper, but Ovid’s willingness to criticize Augustus’ conservative and
patriarchal social agenda is relevant. This historical context helps to explain why Ovid’s works
depicted women with greater accuracy and empathy than the works of Virgil or Horace. In fact,

according to Griffin, “Ovid actually liked women,” unlike other Roman poets.?

I chose to focus on the Metamorphoses rather than another of Ovid’s poems because it contains
the widest sample of stories about women. Furthermore, the Metamorphoses are notable in that
most of its female protagonists are young and unmarried women and girls. This contrasts with
most other Roman sources, both literary and historical, wherein married women are far and away
the most prevalent. While there is copious evidence for the societal expectations of married
women, including behavior and clothing, there is hardly any evidence regarding unmarried
women. Even studies which have sought to examine single women, such as Ilse Mueller’s
“Single Women in the Roman Funerary Inscriptions,” ultimately focus primarily on older
widows.* The Vestal Virgins are among the most widely studied unmarried Roman women, but

Ovid primarily describes women who are unmarried simply by choice, and not for religious

2 Griffin, “Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses,’” 59.

3 Griffin, 59.

4 Ilse Mueller, “Single Women in the Roman Funerary Inscriptions.” Zeitschrift Fiir Papyrologie Und Epigraphik
175 (2010), 296



reasons.’ Therefore, the Metamorphoses offer unique insight into this often-invisible

demographic.

Not all of Ovid’s female protagonists were necessarily members of the upper class either.
Though the Metamorphoses are certainly filled with princesses and the like, the social class of
many other characters is ambiguous. Ovid emphasizes the shared struggles of all women rather
than fixating on the elite. Moreover, he also blurs the lines between different female archetypes
in Roman literature. Ovid’s characters may be compared, for example, with anthropologist
Maureen Giovannini’s six female archetypes (which Holt Parker in turn related to Roman
women). According to Giovannini, women are depicted positively as the Virgin or Mother or
negatively as the Whore or Stepmother. The archetypes of women as Madonna and the Witch
fuse both positive and negative archetypes respectively.® The Roman writers largely stuck to
these archetypes when describing both historical women and living women. Livy’s Lucretia, for
example, is very much the ideal Mother.” Although several of Ovid’s characters fit these
archetypes, I will demonstrate that he often subverts and obfuscates these archetypes. Since Ovid
does not try to fit most of his female characters into conventional archetypes, the Metamorphoses

repeatedly presents uniquely genuine representations of Roman women.

In addition to textual analysis of specific episodes from the Metamorphoses, I will ground
these episodes in their historical context with the help of recent scholarship and pertinent

narrative accounts such as Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita. Other primary sources that I will reference

5 Holt N. Parker, “Why Were the Vestals Virgins? Or the Chastity of Women and the Safety of the Roman State,”
American Journal of Philology 125, no. 4 (2004), 563—601.

¢ Maureen J. Giovannini, “Woman: A Dominant Symbol Within the Cultural System of a Sicilian Town.” Man 16,
no. 3 (1981), 410. https://doi.org/10.2307/2801292; Parker, “Vestals Virgins,” 582.

7 Titus Livius. The History of Rome. Edited by Robert Seymour Conway and Charles Flamstead Walters. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1914), 1.58.



include Roman legal codes, such as the Codex and Digest of Justinian. Legislation by Augustus
put a premium on marriage by providing advantages for men and women who married and had
children, while calling for punishments of women who were not married or for being childless.
Augustus also made adultery a state crime, rather than just a civil crime.® Ovid was writing in a
time when morality, and especially women’s sexual morality, was being monitored more closely
than ever before, and not just by society, but by the state itself. With the princeps putting forth
such an explicit and forceful portrait of proper Roman womanhood, it is striking that Ovid often

subverted these prescriptive ideals in his depictions of women.

Historiography

There are two prominent schools of interpreting Ovid’s depiction of women and rape in
the Metamorphoses. The first is critical of Ovid, supposing that Ovid delights in depicting
women’s suffering. For example, Amy Richlin argues in “Reading Ovid’s Rapes,” that Ovid
adopted a voyeuristic and almost pornographic lens. Richlin does not distinguish between Ovid
as writer, Ovid as narrator, and the viewpoint of the male rapist in the story.” Rather, Richlin
focuses on how Ovid displays violence against women: “The display of the woman’s body and
fear of her rapist-to-be (and reader) often precedes her rape.”!? Richlin argues that Ovid’s
conflation of the woman’s fear and her perceived beauty undercuts any attempt to show empathy
for the victim. By contrast, Leo Curran argues in “Rape and Rape Victims in the
Metamorphoses” that Ovid is sympathetic towards the victims and sincerely critical of the

rapists. Curran observes, for example, “Ovid's habit of reverting to certain themes and motifs

8 Beth Severy, Augustus and the Family at the Birth of the Roman Empire. New York, NY: Routledge, 2003), 52-
54.

9 Amy Richlin, Arguments with Silence: Writing the History of Roman Women. (University of Michigan Press,
2014), 139.

19 Richlin, 139.



suggests that he was on the verge of a realization that rape is less an act of sexual passion than of
aggression and that erotic gratification is secondary to the rapist's desire to dominate physically,
to humiliate, and to degrade.”!! William Anderson’s “Aspects of Love in Ovid’s
‘Metamorphoses’” similarly argues that Ovid criticizes Roman men’s “hatred of female freedom
to oppose.”!? I agree more with the arguments made by Curran and Anderson than Richlin. I will
show that Richlin’s analysis omits important aspects of the stories about rape in the

Metamorphoses.

There is also the difficult problem of trying to form an accurate picture of women’s
experiences in antiquity from male-authored sources. As Richlin writes, “The problems with
writing women’s history, or a gender-inclusive history, stemmed from the same truths that
caused problems with writing the history of the poor, or slaves, or children: these groups either

13 Therefore, we have no choice

did not themselves write, or what writing they did was not kept.
but to look at sources written by Roman men, which will likely have a patriarchal bias and may
not accurately reflect Roman women’s lives. Richlin makes two recommendations: the first is to
use unorthodox sources, such as writings from outside Athens and Rome, examining “low”
genres like satire, and studying tombstone inscriptions and obituaries. By using a wide variety of

sources, and hearing “different stories when asked the same question,” Richlin says, it may be

possible to sketch out the historical reality.'*

"1 Leo C. Curran, “Rape and Rape Victims in the Metamorphoses.” Arethusa 11, no. 1/2 (1978), 236.

12 William S. Anderson, “Aspects of Love in Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses.’” The Classical Journal 90, no. 3 (1995),
267.

13 Richlin, Arguments with Silence, 5.

14 Richlin, 5-6.



By examining Ovid, I am not exactly following Richlin’s advice, as Ovid is a mainstream
source from the classical canon written in Rome under the watchful eye of Augustus himself.
However, I believe Ovid has more to offer as a source on Roman women than most Roman
authors. Ovid wrote an extraordinary amount of material both about women and even for
women. In the Heroides, Ovid wrote fifteen fictional letters from the perspective of famous
mythical women, such as Penelope, Helen, and Dido.!> Furthermore, the third book of the Ars
Amatoria (Art of Love) and the Medicamena faciei feminae (Medicines for the Female Face)
were, at least ostensibly, directly addressed to a female audience.!® Curran suggests that Ovid
was “a keen student of female behavior and his painstaking observation of women gave him
almost modern insights into the female condition.” Curran calls the Metamorphoses the
culmination of Ovid’s “recognition of aspects of [women’s] condition which are only now

becoming common currency.”!’

I would add that Ovid likely spent as much time observing men
as women, as Ovid’s depictions of sexual assault are often as much a criticism of Roman

“courtship” as they are sympathetic to the victims.

A critical issue that needs to be addressed is whether it is possible to infer authorial
intent. The issue of intent is partially relevant to my study, but not the crux of it. On the one
hand, I believe the text of the Metamorphoses contains enough clues that one can infer Ovid’s
intentions, including certain criticisms of Roman society, such as its tendency to blame the
victims of sexual assaults as much as the rapists. These criticisms were likely intended by the

author and cannot simply be attributed to modern scholars’ reading and confirmation bias. On

15 P. Ovidius Nasom, Epistulae. Edited by R. Ehwald. B.G. Teubneri. (Leipzig, Germany, 1907), 1,7,17.

16 p. Ovidius Naso. Ars Amatoria. Edited by R. Ehwald. (Leipzig, Germany: B. G. Teubner, 1907), 3.1-2; P. Ovidius
Naso, Medicamina faciei femineae. Edited by R. Ehwald. B.G. Teubneri. (Leipzig, Germany, 1907), 1-2.

17 Curran, “Rape Victims,” 213.



the other hand, Roland Barthes’ famous notion of the “Death of the Author” comes to mind.
Barthes encouraged literary criticism which disregards the background or voice of the author.
Barthes writes, “the true locus of writing is reading.”!® Therefore, a piece of writing does not
have a single, definitive “answer.” The text is not “solved” simply by studying the author.
Rather, the answers of a text depend solely on what the reader can draw out from the text. I
argue, then, that even if it is impossible to truly know Ovid’s intentions for the Metamorphoses

as a piece of social criticism, the epic can nonetheless be read as such.

Rape, Dehumanization, and Objectification

One of the reoccurring motifs in the Metamorphoses is rape and the sexual objectification
of women. Phoebus Apollo’s attempted rape of Daphne directly addresses this topic. Daphne’s
story is one of the most shocking episodes of the poem. It occurs very early on in the
Metamorphoses as well, in the first book. In fact, it is the first rape of the entire poem. Therefore,
Daphne serves as an introduction to one of Ovid’s most important themes. Upon seeing Daphne,
Pheobus desires “marriage” (conubia) with her.!” Phoebus calls out to Daphne, and she
immediately flees, having no interest in marriage or men. As he follows, Phoebus asks for pity
(me miserum); he feigns concern for her well-being should she trip and fall and he appeals to his
divine status: “You do not know, thoughtless girl (temeraria), you do not know whom you flee
from, and so you flee.”?® Phoebus’ attempts at courtship are one-sided, manipulative, and even
threatening. Phoebus’ use of temeraria talks down to Daphne, assumes she is foolish for fleeing,

and suggests that there will be consequences for her flight. Phoebus’ seduction exemplifies the

18 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author.” Aspen, 1967, 5. http://writing.upenn.edu/~taransky/Barthes.pdf.

19 P. Ovidius Naso. Metamorphoses. Edited by R.J. Tarrant. Scriptorum Classicorum Bibliotheca Oxoniensis. (New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 1.490.

20 Ov. Met. 1.508-15.



http://writing.upenn.edu/~taransky/Barthes.pdf

power dynamic between himself and Daphne: he is a god, she is ordinary. All the while,
Phoebus’ intentions evoke possessiveness. When Daphne flees, Phoebus only sees how “the
winds expose her body,” oblivious or indifferent to her terror.?! Phoebus soon loses patience:
“for he does not continue blandishments/flattery/coaxing to waste [time] further.” Phoebus then
chases after Daphne, indicating he is no longer interested in her love or consent.?> The chase
scene, with Phoebus’s breath literally on Daphne’s neck (cervicibus adflat), is clearly not meant
to be humorous or light-hearted.?> For Daphne, it is deadly serious. Ovid shows Daphne’s fear
and unwillingness with a variety of words and actions: Daphne is afraid (¢timido), she “flees”
(fugit), she “sought safety” (petit...salutem), she is uncertain (ambiguo), and “swift because of
fear” (celer illa timore).>* Clearly, Daphne never consents to Phoebus’ advances and is in great

distress.

Does Ovid intend this story to serve as a banal example of Roman courtship, or as an
example of abuse? It is likely both. In “Reading Ovid’s Rapes,” Richlin attributes this passage to
Ovid’s voyeuristic intent, arguing that the point-of-view of Phoebus is merely a “thin glaze” over
the violent unveiling of Daphne’s body to both Phoebus himself and the reader.?> Curran, in
contrast, asserts that Ovid empathizes with Daphne by giving voice to her terror.?® In addition,
Anderson notes, “Ovid’s third-person narration does not identify with Apollo’s feelings but
invites us to judge the lover from a distance.”?’ Indeed, as I demonstrated, Ovid made Daphne’s

fear very clear, and continues to do so. Phoebus acts entitled to Daphne’s love and body, and

21 Ov. Met. 1.497-502; 527-30.

22 Ov. Met. 1.530-32.

3 Ov. Met. 1.542.

24 Ov. Met. 1.525-39.

25 Richlin, Arguments with Silence, 139.
26 Curran, “Rape Victims,” 233.

27 Anderson, “Aspects of Love” 267.



Ovid never depicts Phoebus as particularly regal or honorable. Instead, he is compared to a wild

hound chasing its prey (canis... Gallicus).*

The conclusion of the story supports Curran’s and Anderson’s readings, as Ovid clearly
sees the severity of Daphne’s trauma. Daphne, able to evade Phoebus no longer, prays to her
father, the river god Peneus, to “destroy [my] figure, which pleases too much, by means of
transforming.” Daphne blames herself, her own beauty, before Phoebus. In response to her plea,
Daphne’s body grows numb, tender bark surrounds her, roots fix her in place, and leafy canopy
replaces her human face. Daphne is transformed into a laurel tree, and, despite her prayer, her
splendor (nitor) remains.?’ Regardless, Phoebus approaches and, touching the tree, “feels her
anxious heart under the bark.” Phoebus kisses the tree’s trunk, and still “the wood flees his
kiss.”3® Daphne remains aware of her victimization and still seeks to escape it. Then, Phoebus
says, “But since you cannot be my wife, surely you will be my tree.” Ovid writes, “arbor eris
certe dixit mea,” separating and emphasizing the possessive pronoun— “‘a tree you will surely
be’, he said, ‘mine.”” Phoebus claims the laurel wreath to adorn his hair, then to follow the
Roman generals in the triumph, and finally to guard the doors of Augustus. In response, Daphne,
as the laurel, bows (adnuit) its branches and “the canopy appeared to have shaked (visa est
agitasse),” evoking a nod of consent.>! Why, after all this, would Daphne give consent to
Phoebus’ demand? Obviously, she did not. Agifare means to shake, to trouble, to disturb some
order. This word communicates the literal swaying of the tree, as well as the inner turmoil within

Daphne’s mind. The perfect tense of agitasse suggests continuing action, ongoing distress. The

8 Ov. Met. 1.533.

22 Ov. Met. 1.546-52.
30 Ov. Met. 1.554-56.
3L Ov. Met. 1.557-67.

10



trauma did not end when Daphne was transformed. Now, she is broken down and no longer has
any other option but to acquiesce to Phoebus’ whim. Despite giving up her body and her

autonomy in a desperate bid to escape, Daphne is still raped and violently possessed by Phoebus.

As the curtain closes on Daphne, Ovid makes brief mention of Peneus, Daphne’s father,
in counsel with the river gods. The other gods do not know whether they should congratulate or
console Peneus (gratentur consolenturne).’> They clearly sense that something wrong has
happened, yet they do not commit to that perception. Daphne’s status is now ambiguous. Is she
to be considered a married woman, or a raped woman? As Nghiem Nguyen writes in “Roman
Rape,” often the rape victim was seen as a source of shame to the male members of the family,
and the rapist a stranger who invaded the privacy of the family. The charge of rape as iniuria,
used especially when the woman’s chastity is assaulted, is seen primarily as an “insult or
outrage” to the honor of the victim’s father or husband.** “To congratulate or console” reframes
the whole issue as one of Peneus’ dignitas, obfuscating the issue of Daphne’s bodily autonomy
and consent. Leo Curran argues that Ovid intentionally to criticizes the Romans’ concern with
the man’s dignitas rather than the woman’s suffering. Ovid here writes from the “point-of-view
of society.”* The sharp contrast between the actual rape scene, wherein the autonomy of
Daphne is so emphasized, and the aftermath, where Daphne is all but forgotten, supports
Curran’s reading. Ovid creates sympathy for Daphne, and then silences her. The abruptness is

the point. The end of Daphne’s life as an individual is nothing more than happenstance for

32 0v. Met. 1.578.

33 Nghiem L. Nguyen, “Roman Rape: An Overview of Roman Rape Laws from the Republican Period to Justinian’s
Reign” 13 (n.d.): 84.

34 Curran, “Rape Victims,” 223-24.

11



Phoebus. Larger society, symbolized by the river gods, is more concerned with Daphne’s father

than Daphne herself. The conclusion of Daphne’s episode emphasizes the tragedy of her assault.

Chastity and Virginity: Controlling Women’s Sexuality

Many episodes in the Metamorphoses allegorically reveal the extent to which Roman
society subjected women to harmful and often contrary standards. As Curran argues, Ovid
portrays the “cult of virginity” as a destructive force in Roman society which restricted women’s
sexuality rather than honoring the “inviolability of a woman’s body.”” The transformation of the
maiden Scylla into the famous monster of the Odyssey in particular suggests Roman attitudes
towards chastity and unmarried women. Before her transformation, Ovid explicitly tells us that
Scylla was a virgo. Scylla is sought by many suitors, whom she rejects (multi petiere
proci...repulsis).’ Instead, Scylla prefers the company of sea nymphs, like Galatea. Scylla then,
unlike Daphne, is a human girl, not a nymph. Her social status is entirely unknown, but the
“many suitors” suggests she may resemble an elite Roman girl. Like Daphne, Scylla does not
desire marriage. Whereas Daphne appealed to the virgin goddess Diana as an example, Scylla is
simply disinterested in marriage. Scylla entertains the sea nymphs by “narrating the
eluded/deceived/mocked loves of young men” (elusos iuuenum narrabat amores).>’” The verb
eludere has a playful or sportive connotation, suggesting that Scylla is not seriously bothered by
her suitors, and possibly takes pleasure in rejecting their advances. In fact, Galatea is envious
that Scylla can deny her suitors “without punishment” (impune).*® This line foreshadows

Scylla’s ultimate fate.

35 Curran, “Rape Victims,” 213.
3¢ Ov. Met. 13.735-35.

37 0v. Met. 13.736.

38 Ov. Met 13.741.

12



Later, Scylla flees the advances of the sea god Glaucus, before falling prey to the magic
of the witch Circe. Circe, loving Glaucus but being spurned by him in favor of Scylla, transforms
Scylla into a monster as revenge. Circe “taints/defiles/pollutes” (inquinat) the spring where
Scylla bathes. Soon, Scylla’s groin (inguina) is disfigured (foedari) by monstrous dogs. Scylla
tries to flee before realizing the monsters are her own body. Scylla looks for her “thighs and legs
and feet” but her abdomen/groin and belly/womb are maimed (inguinibus truncis uteroque).>
Scylla’s transformation focuses on Scylla’s groin or genitals and the idea of corruption,
pollution, or defilement. Considering Ovid’s consistent referral to Scylla as virgo, the
transformation appears to corrupt her virginity and make it monstrous. Scylla’s former status of
purity is destroyed, even without sex. In this sense, Scylla’s metamorphosis is a metaphorical

rape.

The Scylla episode treats the young, unmarried woman as aberrant, subversive, and
ultimately monstrous. What did Scylla do to deserve her transformation into a monster? The only
possible answer is that she rejected marriage from one-too-many men. However, Scylla herself is
still sympathetic, not demonized. Her punishment is not depicted as just or merited. The actual
villains of the story are Circe, first and foremost, and to a lesser extent Glaucus. Glaucus’ appeal
to Scylla resembles Phoebus’ to Daphne—Glaucus crassly asserts his divinity and he both rages
(furit) and is offended (inritatus) when he is rejected.*® Glaucus asserts that his love will not
change “with Scylla having been preserved” (sospite quam Scylla nostri mutentur amores).*' She

must be forced to “suffer that heat of passion” (ferat illa caloris).** Clearly, Glaucus does not

39 Ov. Met 14.55-67.
49 Ov. Met. 13.967.
41 Ov. Met. 14.39.
42 Qv. Met. 14.24.

13



care about Scylla’s own desires. Glaucus wants Scylla’s desires to be changed—sospitare [to
protect/preserve] foreshadows that Scylla will no longer be “safe,” she will be harmed. The idea
that Scylla’s “protection” or “preservation” must be removed also alludes to the loss of chastity.
Circe, after she is rejected by Glaucus, is also offended and enraged (indignata...irascitur) and
chooses to take out her anger on the innocent Scylla.** The stigma against the unmarried woman,
therefore, comes from the story’s villains. Scylla is perpetually sympathetic. She only becomes
angry after her transformation, and her hatred (odium) is expressed through her attack on
Ulysses” ship, an act of spite against Circe (who loved Ulysses).** Scylla’s anger, then, is not
from the sting of rejection. It is righteous fury from someone who has been abjectly wronged.
Regardless, she continues the cycle of violence by taking out her anger on Ulysses’ innocent
companions. Therefore, rather than depicting Scylla’s transformation as a justified punishment
for her transgression against societal norms, Ovid shows Scylla to be a victim of an abusive

culture which does not respect women’s agency in love and marriage.

Scylla’s story demonstrates that Roman society did not respect women'’s ability to control
their own sexuality. The Roman’s chastity culture enforced this lack of agency. In fact, Romans
believed that promiscuity in women—adultery, sex before marriage, and even suffering rape—
threatened the legitimacy of children and therefore the maintenance of elite families. Women
with sexual experience were considered “more likely to stray.”* The loss of chastity was not

excused when rape was the cause: “Raped women were seen as sources of embarrassment to

3 0Ov. Met. 14.40-41.
44 0v. Met. 14.71.
4 Nguyen, “Roman Rape,” 79-80.

14



their husbands and fathers. With the loss of their virginity, unmarried women had little hope for a

marriage.”*¢

The enforcement of Roman chastity culture is embodied in the concept of univira— a
“one-man woman.” Univira was a woman who only ever had sex with one man, a singular
husband, for her entire life. Univira is both prescriptive for living women (an ideal to which they
should strive), and descriptive for the dead: univirae were honored with the epithet after death.*’
Univirae sometimes received privileges in life. For example, only univirae could participate in
the cult of Fortuna Muliebris (Fortune of Women).*® Befitting the title of this goddess, there was
a strong element of chance in remaining univira, because a woman who outlived her husband
was expected to remarry, thereby compromising her univira status.*’ Univira was a troubling
standard for Roman women to be held to, because both chance and other societal pressures
worked against it, even as societal norms were also encouraging it. In Ovid’s time, divorce was
common and accepted, especially among the elite.”® In fact, Augustus’ moral policy required
women to remarry after the husband’s death or divorce. Unmarried adults could be restricted
from attending the public games.>! Despite this political pressure, the value of univira actually
spread during the Principate.>? Roman women were often placed in an unwinnable situation, as
there was pressure on one side to be pure, chaste, and univira, as well as pressure on the other

side to remarry and procreate.

46 Nguyen, “Roman Rape,” 84.

47 Marjorie Lightman and William Zeisel, “Univira: An Example of Continuity and Change in Roman Society.”
Church History 46, no. 1 (1977), 24-25.

48 Parker, “Vestals Virgins,” 589.

4 Lightman and Zeisel, “Univira,” 20, 27.

30 Severy, Augustus and the Family, 8.

31 Severy, 53-55.

32 Lightman and Zeisel, “Univira,” 25-26.
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What is the connection between Scylla and univira? The answer is a lack of real agency
over one’s sexuality and contradictory pressures. Scylla’s virginity is emphasized: she has a
“virgin’s face”, and Galatea refers to her as virgo, not Scylla.>* Her virginity is clearly valued.
And yet, many suitors, including Glaucus, beg her to marry them. By rejecting these suitors,
Scylla protects her virginity and asserts her right to choose. And yet, this is what results in her
transformation into a monster. Ovid explicitly exposes Scylla’s tragedy: her society would not
allow her to control her own body and still live in peace. Because she does not submit control of

her body to a man, her body is made monstrous.

An important addendum to Ovid’s Scylla episode is the notion that this portrait of the
sympathetic Scylla was not Ovid’s own invention, but a woman’s creation. Dunstan Lowe
attributes this characterization of Scylla to a female Greek poet from the third century B.C.E.
named Hedyle of Attica. In the one surviving fragment from this poet, she combines an earlier
legendary figure named Hydne, or Scyllis, who was courted by the sea god Glaucus, with the
Scylla of the Odyssey. Though we cannot know if Hedyle depicted the transformation of Scylla
in the complete poem, it is certainly a possibility.* The notion that Ovid’s depiction of Scylla as
sympathetic maiden-turned-monster was inspired by an earlier woman poet is profound. This
connection between Hedyle and Ovid strongly suggests that Ovid was, in fact, listening to the
voices of women and taking their perspectives into account when he wrote his own poems about

women.

3 Ov. Met. 13.733; 13.740.
54 Dunstan Lowe, “Scylla, the Diver’s Daughter: Aeschrion, Hedyle, and Ovid.” Classical Philology 106, no. 3
(2011), 261-62.
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Injustice and Guilt: Blaming the Victim

The fate of the huntress Callisto in the Metamorphoses clearly displays the savage
injustice of Roman society’s treatment of women. Callisto is raped, and then punished for her
victimhood by the very forces that were supposed to protect and honor women. Callisto is
introduced as a huntress and virgin follower of Diana. And no girl is dearer to Diana than
Callisto (nec...ulla gratior). However, “no favor is long-lived,” warning us of the fickleness of
the gods (sed nulla potentia longa est).> Jupiter, lusting after Callisto, disguises himself as
Diana. Callisto greets the disguised Jupiter, who “joins kisses (oscula jungit) without restraint
and not as a virgin should give” (nec moderata satis nec sic a virgine danda). Callisto is not
fazed by this affection until Jupiter reveals himself, “and not without crime” (nec se sine crimine
prodit).>® The verb prodere can also mean “spring forth” or “move forward,” combining the
casting-off of the disguise with an allusion to penetration, signifying the rape which has just
occurred. Afterwards, Callisto is clearly shaken and traumatized. The woods suddenly feel
hateful and judgmental of her (huic odio...et conscia). She almost forgets to retrieve her bow, and
when she next sees the real Diana, “she flees and fears” that it is Jupiter again (refugit et
timuit...ne Iuppiter esset).>’ Callisto’s sense of trust and security have been shattered—she no
longer feels safe where she should. She now struggles “to not reveal the crime from her face
(crimen non prodere vultu).” Like Daphne, Callisto blames herself. And Callisto is no longer
“joined/wedded to the side of the goddess (iuncta deae lateri).>® The use of iungere, both here

and in the earlier kissing scene—which can mean “fasten” or “join,” but also “to wed” when

55 Qv. Met. 2.415-16.
56 Qv. Met. 2.425-33.
ST Qv. Met. 2.438-44.
58 Ov. Met. 2.447-49.
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between people—portrays Callisto and Diana as not just companions, but lovers, and even

spouses. Callisto, then, becomes not just a disgraced follower, but an ‘adulterous’ wife.

Callisto’s feelings of fear and shame are shown to be justified. She becomes pregnant
and, when the huntresses go to bathe months later, Diana discovers Callisto’s pregnancy.
Immediately, Diana expels Callisto from her band: “Go, far from here, and do not pollute the
sacred fountains!™*® Since she will soon give birth, Diana considers Callisto a source of ritual
pollution, as explained by Shawn O’Bryhim in “Ovid’s Version of Callisto’s Punishment.”
Callisto is also denied “the only means of purifying herself after Arcas’ impending birth.”®® She
is expelled from the only life she knows. We may relate Diana’s actions to those of a Roman
husband, required by Augustan law to divorce an adulterous wife, or else be charged for
pimping.®! Just as an adulterous wife was considered a source of shame to her husband (even in
the case of rape), Callisto is considered a source of shame by Diana. Diana’s treatment of
Callisto is profoundly unjust. Despite them ostensibly being lovers, Diana shows no sympathy
towards Callisto whatsoever. The fact that Callisto’s pregnancy is the result of rape is not even

mentioned.

The entry of Juno only makes things worse for Callisto. After Callisto gives birth to
Jupiter’s son, Arcas, Juno decides it is time to punish Callisto for her “adultery.” Juno calls
Callisto adultera and considers Callisto giving birth an attack on her honor (fieretque injuria
partu nota), as if Callisto had any choice in the matter. Juno blames Callisto for her “figure, by

means of which you please yourself and my husband” (figuram qua tibi quaque places

39 Ov. Met. 2.464.

0 Shawn O’Bryhim, “Ovid’s Version of Callisto’s Punishment.” Hermes 118, no. 1 (1990), 77-78.

6! Judith Evans Grubbs, Women and the Law in the Roman Empire: A Sourcebook on Marriage, Divorce, and
Widowhood. (London: Routledge, 2002), 84; Severy, Augustus and the Family, 53.
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nostro...marito).8* Again, rape is blamed on the woman’s beauty rather than the rapist. Juno’s
accusation recalls the speaker of Seneca’s Controversia 2.7, who claims that a woman who
“wants to be safe against the lasciviousness of a seducer” should act and dress with the utmost
modesty; women who do not advertise their chastity sufficiently are “so close to begging that

”63 Finally, Juno transforms Callisto into a

whoever sees her might not hesitate to approach her.
bear. Leo Curran notes how Ovid’s Juno embodies “society’s attitudes towards marriage and
such related matters as virginity and adultery” and “becomes the defender of society’s rules

2964

regulating marriage and extramarital sexuality.”®* In the eyes of Juno and the society she

defends, it is Callisto’s own fault for being raped—she must not have been modest enough.

Now a bear, Callisto continues to feel “Jupiter’s indifference” (ingratumque lovem).%
The rapist Jupiter suffers no consequences and feels no guilt. His wife Juno is more ashamed of
his crime than he is. I am reminded of Cicero’s defense of Cn. Plancius, who was accused of
having raped a “little mime girl” (raptam esse mimulam). Plancius was actually on trial for
corruption; Cicero mentions this rape only as an attempt by the prosecution to defame Plancius’
character. He handwaves the accusation; he alludes to “a certain old custom towards actors”
(vetere quodam in scaenicos iure) and claims that the rape would therefore be permitted
(licuerit).®® Plancius was acquitted; the rape was never mentioned again. Just as a Roman

nobleman faced no consequences for raping this young actress because of the divide in their

62 Ov. Met. 2.474-75.

63 Seneca the Elder. Annaei Senecae Oratorum et Rhetorum Sententiae Divisiones Colores. Edited by Adolf Gottlieb
Kiessling. B.G. Teubneri. (Leipzig, Germany, 1872), 2.7.3-4; Richlin, Arguments with Silence, 50-51.

64 Curran, “Rape Victims,” 225-26.

5 Ov. Met. 2.488.

66 M. Tullius Cicero. “Pro Plancius.” In M. Tulli Ciceronis Orationes, edited by Albert Clark. Scriptorum
Classicorum Bibliotheca Oxoniensis. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1909), 12.31.
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class, the king of the gods will never be rebuked for raping the mortal huntress, Callisto. Instead,

Callisto is forced to endure the punishment for his crime.

At the end of Callisto’s story, Jupiter transforms her and her son into the constellations
Ursa Major and Minor [Greater and Lesser Bear]. Finally, it would seem, Callisto receives some
recompense by being honored in the stars. However, Juno complains to the sea gods, making the
following demand: “Prohibit the Bear’s seven stars from your deep-blue flood and drive away
her, having been received into heaven as a reward for defilement; do not let the concubine be

bathed in the pure sea (puro...in aequore)”®’

. This final curse of Juno is supposed to explain why
the Ursa Major does not set below the horizon. However, as Shawn O’Bryhim again elaborates,
Callisto has now been repulsed from sacred waters for the second time. Once again denied
purification, “Callisto must now remain throughout all eternity a polluted outcast among the

stars.”®8

Her final honor, then, becomes yet another exile, another rejection. Juno will never let
the raped woman be ‘clean’ again. And Callisto’s guilt, which is nothing more than a projection

of the actual rapist’s crime, may never be forgotten or absolved.

Voice and Agency

The Metamorphoses strives to give voice to women. This section deals with stories in the
epic wherein women explicitly assert their voice and demand acknowledgment of their agency.
The women in these stories are keenly aware that they lack power. Regardless, they resist the

authorities which repress them.

67 Ov. Met. 2.528-30.
% O’Bryhim, “Ovid’s Version,” 80.
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The story of Arachne is extraordinary, as it is focused entirely on two female characters,
and the topics of men, sex, love, motherhood, or chastity are nowhere to be seen. Arachne is
“famous not because of her place of birth nor her family, but because of her art” (non illa loco
nec origine gentis clara sed arte fuit). Arachne’s parents are of little repute and “common birth”
(de plebe).®® No lover or husband is mentioned. Ovid does not even comment on Arachne’s
appearance. Rather, it is the beauty of her craft—weaving—which receives praise. Arachne’s art
is of such quality that “you would know she was taught by Pallas”—Minerva, the patron goddess
of weaving.”® However, Arachne’s other trait is revealed: she is confident, headstrong, and even
defiant. She “denies and is offended by the notion of such a teacher.” Refusing to attribute her
talents to another, Arachne invokes Minerva, challenging her to a contest of weaving: “Contend
with me; there is nothing which I will object to, if I am defeated” (certet...mecum; nihil est quod
victa recusem).”" Arachne clearly feels threatened and belittled by the idea that she is not
responsible for her work. Often a Roman women’s worth existed only in her connection to
another: the nobility of her father, her loyalty to her husband, her virtue in rejecting men. It is
fitting then that some would seek to diminish Arachne’s accomplishments by attributing her
talent to divine intervention. Furthermore, Julia Hejduk argues in “Arachne’s Attitude” that
Arachne’s challenge should instead be read, “there is no reason for me, having been defeated, to
refuse.” In other words, Arachne will not “refuse to compete, because she has already lost.””?

Hejduk’s reading emphasizes the fact that Arachne’s skill is integral to her weaving—she has

% Ov. Met. 6.7-10.

70 0v. Met. 6.23.

1 Qv. Met. 6.23-24.

72 Julia D. Hejduk, “Arachne’s Attitude: Metamorphoses 6.25.” Mnemosyne 65, no. 4/5 (2012), 764, 767.
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nothing else. Furthermore, it suggests that Arachne is well aware that she is tempting her own

doom by offending the goddess.

When Minerva first notices Arachne, she says, “let us not allow our divine powers to be
spurned without punishments” (numina nec sperni sine poena nostra sinamus).”> Minerva
demands unconditional reverence. Already, she is considering violent retribution. In the guise of
an old woman, Minerva tells Arachne to “yield to the goddess” (cede deae) and “beg for
forgiveness with a humble voice” (supplice voce roga).”* The adjective supplex suggests
someone literally pleading on her knees. Minerva wants Arachne to demean herself. Arachne is
furious. “Scarcely holding back her hand” she tells the old woman off: “I have enough
wisdom/counsel in myself” (consilii satis est in me mihi).”> Again, Arachne rejects Minerva’s
claim to her self-worth. Arachne’s “dark wrath” (iram...obscuram) is shown bluntly.”® Arachne
is not depicted as a shy, serene maiden like Daphne or Scylla, prior to their transformations.

After Arachne’s outburst, Minerva reveals herself and the two women take to their looms.

Minerva’s tapestry is a testament to absolute power. In the center, the twelve Olympian
gods “sit on high and with heavy majesty” (caelestes...sedibus altis augusta gravitate sedent).”’
Minerva depicts herself and Neptune striking the earth with their staffs and producing the olive

tree and seawater respectively.”® The gods are represented as a creative force that brings bounty

73 Qv. Met. 6.4.

74 Ov. Met. 6.32-33.
75 Qv. Met. 6.32-40.
76 Ov. Met. 6.35-36.
77 Ov. Met. 6.72-73.
78 Ov. Met. 6.75-82.
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into the world. Then, Minerva adds four scenes of mortals who were punished for their hubris
towards the gods by being transformed, “in order that her rival may learn what reward she will
expect for such furious audacity.”” Minerva’s message is clear: the gods are the one true

authority. Mortals like Arachne must submit or be destroyed.

Then, Arachne responds. She weaves Europa being kidnapped and raped by Jupiter as a
bull. She weaves Jupiter raping Asterie, then Leda, Antiope, Alcmena, Danae, Aegina,
Mnemosyne, and Persephone. She then depicts six rapes committed by Neptune, including
Medusa’s rape, four by Phoebus, one by Bacchus, and one by Saturn.®® All in all, twenty-one
“crimes of heaven” (caelestia crimina).3! Arachne’s tapestry spits in the face of the powerful.
Rather than depicting Jupiter and Neptune at their most majestic, as Minerva does, she depicts
them at their most wretched and immoral. Also, Minerva, like Diana, is a virgin goddess,
emblematic of chastity, and so Arachne’s risqué tapestry is an intentional insult to the chaste
goddess’ eyes. Arachne exposes the gods’ injustice: they are all-powerful, but not righteous.
Arachne too depicts the creations of the gods—their offspring—by showing Minerva the rape

victims who have suffered.

Seeing Arachne’s tapestry, “neither Minerva nor Envy would be able to slander that

work,” and Minerva “grieved because of its success” (Non illud Pallas, non illud carpere Livor

7 Ov. Met. 6.83-85.
80 Ov. Met 6.103-26.
81 Ov. Met 6.131.
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possit opus. doluit successu flava virago).3> The implication is clear—Arachne won the contest.
She, a mortal, weaved more beautifully than the goddess of weaving herself. No longer could
anybody claim that Arachne was “taught by Pallas.” Now, Minerva drops all pretenses. The olive
branches which framed her tapestry are forgotten. Minerva tears Arachne’s tapestry to shreds
(rupit...vestes) and, taking the wooden shuttle from her loom, beats Arachne on the head.?®?
Minerva is here called virago, “the female warrior” or “the heroine,” ironically emphasizing
Minerva’s decidedly unheroic behavior. This childish tantrum would be comical if not for the
enormous advantage in strength and power which Minerva wields. Minerva acts not unlike the
male gods in Arachne’s tapestry, using her absolute power to take what she thinks she is owed.

Jupiter and Neptune desired women’s bodies; Minerva (like Juno) desires their submission.

However, Arachne does not submit: “The unfortunate woman has not endured it (non
tulif), and undaunted (animosa) she ties her neck by means of a noose.”®* Ferre is in the
indicative mood, suggesting literal content rather than mental content; it is not that Arachne
cannot endure it, she refuses to. Seeing that her time is up, yet still animosa—Tliterally “full of
life”—Arachne asserts her agency a final time by taking death into her own hands. However,
Minerva denies her this. So that her punishment is never-ending, Minerva transforms Arachne
into a spider. Befitting the depth of her irreverence, Arachne is subjected to one of the most
horrifying transformations in the entire poem. Her hair, nose, and eyes “fall off” (defluxere), her
head and body are shrunken, her “slender fingers” become legs, “the rest is belly.”> Arachne is

literally and figuratively belittled—forced to crawl beneath Minerva’s feet. Her art, once admired

82 Ov. Met 6.129-30.
83 Ov. Met. 6.130-33.
84 Ov. Met 6.134-35.
85 Ov. Met 6.141-45.
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by mortals and nympbhs alike, is reduced to miniscule size. Her defiant voice is silenced. And yet,
“the spider keeps busy at its ancient webs.”®¢ Although she no longer draws a crowd, Arachne

continues to speak through her art. The spider’s web is a permanent reminder that Minerva lost.

Philomela’s story is a strong thematic parallel to Arachne’s. Tereus, a Thracian king,
marries Procne, an Athenian princess. Tereus then lusts after Procne’s sister, Philomela, kidnaps
her, and imprisons her in secret. Through all of this, Philomela’s voice is little heard. Philomela
sweetly asks her father, with embraces and kisses, to allow her to go with Tereus to see Procne,
reminiscent of Daphne’s entreaties to her father.®” Philomela’s father bids her a tearful farewell,
entrusting her to Tereus’ care, before she is ferried across the sea to Thrace.®® When locked
away, Philomela is “pale and anxious and fearing everything, and now asking with tears where
her sister is.” Tereus “surmounts her by force.” The scene is more graphic than most of the rapes
in the Metamorphoses. Philomela cries “in vain” to her father, to her sister, and to the gods. She
is likened to a lamb “wounded and discarded” by a wolf, and a dove “with feathers soaked with
blood” (madefactis sanguine plumis).%° The reader is reminded more explicitly than ever of the

fear, pain, and violence of this crime.

Philomela’s abduction and rape, not despite but because of its violence, reflects a typical
Roman wedding. As Karen Hersch explains in “Violence in the Roman Wedding,” the Roman
wedding began with a ritual of reenacted abduction, “in which the bride was physically removed

from the embrace of one of her family members.” This practice was an allusion to the ‘rape of

8 Ov. Met 6.145.

87 Ov. Met 6.475-80.
8 Ov. Met 6.494-505.
8 Ov. Met 6.522-30.
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the Sabine women’ that forms part of the Roman foundation myth.”® Philomela’s imprisonment
is reminiscent of the bride being forcibly “lifted over the threshold of her groom’s
house...because the Sabine women were forced...[and] because the Romans wanted the young
women to appear to be forced to enter their new house and life, and to be unwilling to lose their
virginity.”! After the wedding, the bride was said to suffer vis [force] from the groom; “the
average Roman reader took this to mean that the bride suffered an attack and was expected to cry
or scream.” Despite the consummation being acknowledged as vis, forced sex, it was not
considered a crime, because injuria could only ever be against the victim’s male relatives, not
the victim herself.”> Here Ovid diverges from the standard wedding narrative. Although
Philomela and Tereus are continually referred to as “married,” in an intentionally twisted sense,
Tereus’ actions are undeniably depicted as a crime, not just against the dignity of Philomela’s

father, but against Philomela herself.

After she is raped, Philomela mourns her own tragedy, tearing her hair, scratching her
arms, and beating her chest.”® In mourning Philomela finally finds her voice. For the first time

she speaks directly:

“Oh, you barbarian! Oh, cruel, terrible deeds! Are you not moved
by the trusts of my father, having been entrusted with tears, nor the
care of my sister nor my virginity nor the law of marriage? You have

thrown everything into disorder (turbasti); | am made a concubine

90 Karen Kleiber Hersch, “Violence in the Roman Wedding.” In The Discourse of Marriage in the Greco-Roman
World, edited by Jeffrey Beneker and Georgia Tsouvala (University of Wisconsin Press, 2020), 71.

°1 Hersch, “Roman Wedding,” 72.

92 Hersch, 83.

93 Ov. Met. 6.531-32.
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against my sister (paelex...sororis), you are made a two-fold spouse
(geminus conjunx), an enemy to me with punishments having been
deserved (hostis mihi debita poena). Why not steal this life,
treacherous one, so that there is no crime left for you? And if only
you had done that before the heinous rapes (nefandos concubitus); 1
would have considered my shade free of guilt. Yet, if the gods see
these things, if the divine powers of the gods exist at all (sunt
aliquid), if all things have not perished with me (perierunt...mecum),
someday you will repay the penalties to me (mihi poenas dabis)! 1
myself (ipsa), with all shame cast off, will tell the things you have
done. If the chance should be given, I would come before the
populace. If I am held confined in the forests, I will fill the forests
and shake the knowing stones! Heaven will hear this, and if there is

any god in that sky, he will hear it!”*

Philomela’s speech is an intense cry for justice. At first, Philomela frames the crime in
conventionally Roman terms—as dishonor against her family. However, she invokes the idea of
adultery by citing the laws of marriage (conjugialia iura), even though Tereus’ crime would be
stuprum [debauchery/defilement/lewdness], not adultery, according to the lex lulia de adulteriis
coercendis [The Julian Law about Restraining Adultery]. The crime of adultery only applied to

sex with a married woman; a husband cheating on his wife was not necessarily considered

9 Ov. Met. 6.533-48.

27



adultery.”®> Philomela therefore points out a moral failing that is beyond the legal technicalities
of Ovid’s time. Philomela then asserts the harm done to herself, with hostis mihi,
perierunt...mecum, and mihi poenas dabis. Philomela is the one who has been wronged. She was
disgraced, not her father. Although Philomela first appears to implicate herself in the crime
(paelex ego facta; vacuas habuissem criminis umbras), now she will “cast off shame” (pudore

projecto). Philomela declares loudly that she is not to blame for her own rape.

Philomela then goes a step further: she promises to personally testify to Tereus’ crime
(ipsa loquar). Notably, as Nguyen notes, “a charge of rape under the lex Iulia de vi [Julian Law
about Force/Rape] could be brought by the woman’s father or her husband,” and not by the
woman herself, unless she was legally independent, “under one’s own law” (sui iuris), which
Philomela was not. Moreover, “convention discouraged women from appearing in court, and
while the case could be prosecuted for a woman personally, her male guardians would be the
ones physically present.”® Philomela clearly disregards this convention. Furthermore, she hopes
to testify before the public (in populos veniam). Roman law considered it a disgrace for a woman
to be “dragged into public.” For a woman to “be compelled to be present...at trials,” such as “on
the pretext of prosecuting a lawsuit,” was in “scorn of their matronly modesty.”’ Yet Philomela
does not need to be dragged or compelled. She wants to be seen and heard by the public.
Realizing that Tereus will never let her go free, Philomela insists that she will not be silenced; if
no one else will hear her, at least the trees and stones of the forest will hear her testimony.

Whereas Callisto was uncomfortable because of the “knowing woods” (conscia silva)*®,

95 S.P. Scott, trans. “The Enactments of Justinian. The Digest or Pandects. Book XLVIIL.” In The Civil Law.
*Cincinnati, OH: Central Trust Company, 1932), 48.5.6.1.

% Nguyen, “Roman Rape” 89.

97 Grubbs, Women and the Law, 49; Cod. Just. 2.12.21; Cod. Theod. 1.22.1.

9% Ov. Met. 2.438.
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Philomela welcomes the “knowing stones” (conscia saxa). This demonstrates again that
Philomela refuses to be shamed for her misfortune. Philomela refuses to hide herself away, either
from the world or from her rapist, Tereus. She confronts him directly and even threatens him,

with divine justice if not legal recourse.

Philomela’s speech both infuriates (ira) Tereus, and no less terrifies him (nec minor hac
metus).”® His reaction is not unlike Minerva’s response to Arachne’s tapestry; in fact,
Philomela’s audacity is a threat to him. Even imprisoned, and ostensibly unable to escape,
Philomela fiercely wounds Tereus’ pride merely by speaking up to him. Tereus draws his sword
and binds Philomela’s arms. Like Arachne, Philomela tries to reclaim her agency by “offering
her throat” to Tereus’ blade. Philomela is courageous, and therefore “indignant”
(indignantem).'® Once Philomela does not cower in the face of death, it ceases to be an
effective punishment, because what Tereus wants is for Philomela to demean herself. And so,
like Minerva, Tereus looks for a crueler punishment. With pincers (forcipe), Tereus grasps
Philomela’s tongue (/inguam)—the only weapon with which Philomela can harm Tereus—and

cuts it off.!°! Philomela, like Arachne, is silenced.

Both Philomela and Arachne’s stories end in tragedy, but this is not a condemnation of
their character. Philomela and Arachne are shown to be far more virtuous than their foes, Tereus
and Minerva. Rather, their defiance is evidence of Roman women’s desire fo defy. The women’s
silencing draws attention to the stark reality of Roman society. Livy records, for example, the

speech of a certain Roman senator, Lucius Valerius, in which he states the following: “The

9 Ov. Met. 6.549-50.
100 Ov. Met 6.551-55.
11 Ov. Met. 6.555-57.
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slavery of women is never pulled off while their men survive; and women themselves detest the

102 philomela and

freedom (libertatem...detestantur) which the loss of father or husband creates.
Arachne, as well as the other women in this essay, prove that this statement is false. They do not
tacitly submit to power or patriarchy. Clearly, Ovid observed Roman women who strove to assert

their own agency and take control of their own lives. Moreover, Ovid likely supported this effort,

although he recognized it was an uphill battle.

Conclusions

My research and analysis show that Ovid was aware that Roman women held little power
or agency relative to Roman men; Ovid was sympathetic towards Roman women on account of
their plight. I have argued that the Metamorphoses was intended to shine a light on the injustice
and cruelty of Roman patriarchy. In the story of Daphne, Ovid reveals sexual assault as a
traumatizing experience which dehumanizes and permanently scars the victim, rather than
merely a source of embarrassment for the victim’s male relatives. In Ovid’s presentation,
Scylla’s transformation from maiden to monster allegorically depicts the harm done to Roman
women when their sexual agency and bodies were fiercely scrutinized and controlled. Ovid’s
version of Callisto’s story further shows how Roman society’s preoccupation with women’s
chastity and supposed infidelity regularly led to female victims of assault being shamed and
blamed. Finally, Ovid’s characters of Arachne and Philomela represent women who speak out
against these unjust and harmful structures and are summarily silenced. Clearly these women did
have agency and desired to express it but were repressed. Ovid’s choice of syntax and rhetoric as

well as his framing suggest that his depictions of women’s plight were intentional. He never

102 Livy. 34.7.11-12.
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blames or admonishes his female victims and never treats their tragic situations lightly. Women’s
victimizers are explicitly painted as villainous—even gods and goddesses are depicted as

hypocritical, petty, and insecure despite their position of authority.

A potential implication of my research is that people living in ancient, patriarchal
societies like Rome were more than the products of their times. Ovid, as an upper-class male
poet, had nothing to gain from criticizing traditional Roman patriarchy with such intensity,
especially in the time of Augustus. It would be an unfair generalization to assume that all Roman
men believed in the inferiority of women, or that all Roman women tacitly accepted this axiom.
The Metamorphoses supports the belief that people willing to speak out against societal
injustices or hypocrisy existed in the ancient past, as they do today. The uniqueness of the
Metamorphoses as a source suggests that vocal proponents of such social justice were few and

far between, and yet, they must have existed.

Furthermore, the sympathies towards women’s issues expressed by Ovid in his poetry
suggest that there were women in his own time speaking vocally and publicly about their
marginalization. Hedyle of Attica, the female Greek poet who may have inspired Ovid’s take on
Scylla, likely was one of many female voices asserting women’s agency and exposing the
injustice of ancient patriarchies. Going forward, I would like to explore that avenue further. The
lack of female-authored sources, as discussed in the beginning of this essay, would make such an
investigation difficult. Nevertheless, the brief glimpse into the real experiences of Roman women

offered by Ovid’s Metamorphoses proves that such an undertaking is worth the effort.
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Sterling Stuckey Award

"FBI vs. White Supremacy and Civil Rights: Analyzing the
FBI's Interactions through the Freedom Summer Murders"

Griffin Freitas

The Freedom Summer Murders, or Mississippi Burning Murders as officially labeled by
the FBI, have long been considered the turning point in the nature of the FBI’s involvement in
the Civil Rights movement. Until this point, most of the FBI’s work during the Civil Rights
movement consisted of actively working against Civil Rights agents under the guise of tracking
suspected members of the communist party. However, while the FBI’s involvement in the
Freedom Summer Murders certainly signaled progress against white supremacist groups and
white hate in general, it was not the call to action that it has often been painted as. First and
foremost, the FBI’s new directive to investigate white hate groups did not change the nature of
their investigation into the Civil Rights movement and notable activists. This odd approach led
to the FBI finding itself fighting both sides of the Civil Rights movement, albeit in much
different and racially motivated ways. As illustrated in Farber, and perhaps the definition of all
FBI action against white supremacist groups for years to come, “Johnson...pressed Hoover by
103

playing to the director’s greatest fear, that his beloved bureaucratic turf would be trod upon

Hoover set the tone of the FBI’s investigation into the Ku Klux Klan and other white hate groups

from the outset: forced, filling in the paperwork and doing what was required of them by federal

193 David Farber, “The Age of Great Dreams: America in the 1960s” ed. Eric Foner (New York: Hill and Wang,
1994), 94.
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law. This attitude would linger for decades, and in quite a few respects still lingers today. While

at first glance it may not seem like a major hindrance in their work pursuing white hate groups,
(in fact the FBI pursued white hate groups aggressively in the years after initially being forced to

do so) this attitude would bleed into the subtext of their investigations and effect the outcomes of
quite a few cases. None more notable than their initial launch into the fight against white hate,

the Mississippi Burning Murders, whose only landmark conviction would come nearly 40 years

after the initial crime and with meager to no punishments for the nearly 20 other perpetrators
implicated.

In sharp contrast to the FBI’s begrudging investigation into white hate groups is the
nature of their investigations into Civil Rights activists. Specifically, Bayard Rustin, whose only

crimes listed in the massive amount of FBI case files on him consist of “homosexuality” and

being at the wrong rally at the wrong time and then being followed for decades for suspected ties
to the communist party. Alongside the all too prevalent crime of being a gay man in the 60s,
these seemingly minor actions landed Rustin permanently in the FBI’s line of fire. The cases of
Bayard Rustin and the Freedom Summer Murders are quite different, but it is their differences
that make the varying nature of the FBI’s investigations so apparent. Intrusive investigative
actions taken against Rustin are often absent from Freedom Summer Murder case files despite
the incident’s more violent nature. This paper will use FBI case files on both the Freedom
Summer Murders and the Civil Rights activist Bayard Rustin to compare FBI responses to two
possible threats to American law and order, both of massively varying degrees. In doing so it
hopes to extend the shortcomings of the Mississippi Burning case to the FBI’s dealings with

white supremacy and race relations as a whole, both in the 60s and in today's political landscape.
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As illustrated by the differences between the case files regarding the Freedom Summer Murders
and the investigation of Bayard Rustin, the FBI’s actions against the Civil Rights movement
were ones of ideology while their actions against white hate groups were ones of obligation. In
essence, this attitude did not affect the degree to which they pursued these cases but rather the
subtext that pervaded them and their outcomes, softening the blow for dozens of white hate

groups while inflicting more pu