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"Ovid Is Born" is the first chapter of Ovid: A Bi1•graphy, <tn experimen
tal •vork by Diane Middlebrook (1939- 2007) combining research on 
Roman I ife with fictional renderings of key moments in the Roman 
poet's life. As originally conceived, the book was to contain nine chap
te rs, each designed to represent turning points in the arc of the poet's 
life story. Since almost nothing has been recorded about the life, exile, 
and death of l'ublius Ovidius Na.so, each chapter would not only inte
grate details of contemporary Roman culture and history with imag
ined scenes, the narrative would also draw nn the fragmentary auto
biographical moments as they figure in the Metamorplwses, as well as 
in Amore.' and Tri.1tia. These three intersecting strands would create a 
complex portrait that captured the poet's extraordinary career. Ovid's 
poetry had been a lifelong passion of Middlebrook's, apoet and scholar 
who had taught the Metamorplroses throughout her career as a professor 
in th e Stanford University Lnglish department, beginning in 1966. 

Had her progress with this book not been halted by cancer, it 
seems nea rly certain that Ovid: A Bioaraphy would be in print by no""· 
As it was, Middlebrook recognized in the fall of 2007 that she would 
not have time to complete the fu II project as she i rnag.i ned it. She 
began to transform her chapters into a shorter book, Youn,q Ovid, a 
multilayered study of Ovid's early years that would take this provin
cial young man from his birth (the scene published here) to the 

l'emi11ist Stud;,._, .11!, nn. 2 (Sum nwr 2012). lf"!l 2UI2 hy r<:min ist Studies, In c. 
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dramatic moment in which he "narrowed his stripes," abandoning 
his expected path to a legal career and the Roman senate a role 
for which he would have worn a toga with broad stripes - for the 
narrow-striped toga of the poet. 

In the end, Youna Ovid, too, had to be abandoned. Alt11(>Ugh Middle
brook remained deeply absorbed in her writing and research for the 
hook until the final weeks of her life (the work served her as welcome 
escape from the discomf(Jrts of illness and treatment), she was not 
able to complete its four chapters. Members of her family, along with 
friends and former colleagues, attempted a number of times to assem
ble the fragments Middlebrook left behind into <l publishable whole. 
l lowever, we all agreed that the results did not meet the very bigb 
standards Middlebrook would have set for herself, as brilliantly on 
d.isplay in her earlier biographies: Anne Sexton: A Biowaplry (1992), Suits Me: 
The Double Life of Billie Tipton (1999), and Her Husband: Ted Huahes and .~ylvia 
Plath , A Marrinse (2003). 

As Diane Middlebrook's literary executors, we are working to 
bring the completed sections of the project into print; we are delighted 
to have the opportunity to place "20 March, 43 BCE: Ovid is Born" in 
Feminist Studies. In this piece, Middlebrook weaves together a vivid depic
tion of rnidwifery, labor, and childbirth in Ancient Rome with the 
equally striking thesis of her book: that Ovid the poet \vas born 
into a community of women that formed the context for the young 
Roman boy's early childhood. 

In preparing this text for publication we have made light edits 
and minor revisions, primarily to the endnotes, but also, occa
sionally, to the translations. The unpublished, unedited drafts of 
the Ovid biography, as well as other materials from Middlebrook 's 
professional career, are on deposit in the Feminist Theory Archives 
of the J'ernbroke Center at grown University, where they are avail 
ablt~ for in-house n~search. 

Leah Middlebrook , Nancy K. Miller 
Literary executors on behalf of Diane Middlt~brook 's estate 

* * * 
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20 March, 43 BCE: 
Ovid Ts Born 

The midwifi~ watched the laboring woman discreetly ]Tom a chair itr the corner 1{ the 

room, restinB and readyinB herself for what was to came. The mother had by now rmder
wme many hours of awte and exhaustinf{ disconifiJrt before enterinf{ this current staBe of 

transition. in which the cervix was approachinB its fi1ll dilation, accompanied by ferocious 
pain Stranaled cries rhythmically esmped her clenched teeth as she writ/red, wrinBi"B 
Iter /rands. 

The midwife, a we/1 - tra.im~d Greek freedwoman , had seen lllllll)' a child into the 

world and knew that success in deliven·na the baby would depend part~y on l'~yclwh'B
ical preparation of tlw mother, who needed to he surrounded lry expectation.' that she 
would survive this onieal , thottftl' the midwife knew all too well. the possibility that she 
would not survive it . So the hirthintJ room had heerr arranlJed to promot.e an atmosphere 

'if normal~}'. There were two couches in the room: the low, flat bed on which tire woman 
lay i11 labor, and the other, plied with sofi wshimrs where she Wimld rest afier delive~y. 
The liaht was dim, its only source the brazier: water and oil stood warminB orr a nearl~y 
she!{: ready }1r cleaninH the newbom, a siBn of' tmst that tire hab)' too would survive. 

Meanwhile the soft liBhlinB would serve to prCllectthe woman s modesty. 
Rut the birtlrillfl couch wa.\ hard, and the hour wa.1 late, arrd the lahori11,q woman, 

_fixated 011 lrer pain, was now barely aware of her surroundi11gs. How much more delay 
could she tolerate before weakeninfj and HiVlllfl up! The midwife oiled her leji hand 
VIJCe aaaiiJ and reac/red up into the birth wna/ - she /zad previoUS~)/ cut her naifs very 

short, to increase the sensitivity of her firr.qertips, and to avoid scratdrinfj tire woman .1 

lender mcm!JTanes. Yes , the cervix was ready: dilat.e.d hy a Jill/ handspan It was time to 
i11voke the flOwer o( the nods DramaticalfJ·, she rose from her seat and sinnaled to the 
three attendants she ha1i brouflht with her into the birthing room, selected fmm the lar;qe 
staff o{ household slave.~ ami frel'.dwomen i11 tire Ovidiu., .Ji:mrily villa literate wmmm, 

well-spoken, well-aroomed, and well-mannered. That they had 110 traininfj in midwife')' 
wa.1 rrrelevant: they were the mothers work companion.\ irr daily life. J)urillfj the early 

hours lif" labor, these attendants had distracted their mistress with local [JOSsip, while the 
midwzfi.' miuistered to her ph_ysical conifort 

ThC)11WW be8an a soft repetitive chant, casting incense into the brazier while implor
itrfj f!Oddesses to hasten safe delivay ~if- the child: Dispater, Mena, l,uciM, Dimw T-Tytlrr:a, 
Eaena , Prosa, Manageneta, the /Jii Nixii, all protectors of women. The pmyers culminated 
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in a lihation to the iJOddess Latona, whose owrr stm,q!Jle Bivitrn birth to the 11/orious twirtl 

Apollo and Diana lrad made her the principal divine overseer of hrmw11 clrildhirth. 
The midwifi~ did not take part in these devotions; hen was a more practical role. 

She raised the mistress irr her amrs, and ~irrpped the sweat-stained, /Jloody coverlet from 

under lrer bo~)' . She cleansed tire wommrs nether parts witlr warm water and wrjJed her 
with a damp sp0118e, tlren brushed tire drenched hair away from her eyes. These minis
trations were hywenic, hut they had a ritual purpose too, markirtR tire poirrt of trausi
tion into tire last st.a3e of labor. Tlte midwije told her mistress that sire must now move to 
tlw birthinu stool that stood ready nearhy and, from that moment 011, must keep her eyes 

fixed on the midwifes face , followin& instructions, 110 matter how severe the pai11. Tire 
bah_>' s head was heainniutl its descent. Tire mother would lra.ve to push whett iudiwted, 
and hold back when indicated, aud breathe in rhythm with the coutractiom. 

The attendants helped tire mistress rise to her feet , then seated lrer on the cres

cent-shaped stool. They wvered her belly and feet with cloths warmed in oil. Theu the_y 
strewed the Jloor with cm.1hed, .1weet-smellinfj plants tlrat were abundant at the vernal 
equinox: barley wass, apple blossom, quince }lowers, lemom, cuwmbers. The scents of 
the juices from these plant.~ were tho11Hht to revive a persorrs stren,qth. 

Meanwhile, the midwife had donned a Ia rae line11 apron SeatinB herself on a low 
chair opposite the woman s knees, she locked her eyes on the woman s face , speakiniJ in 
a low, comfortin,q voice while reachinB wt:tlr her lefi hand deep into the aperture of the 
hirth canal, mas.'ill,q in,q ami dilatinB the cervix. For the nexl hour, after each umtrac

tion had passed, accompanied by the mother 5 irrepressible sae.amill£1 and woanitl£1, the 
midwrj"e again massaaed tire orifice, to keep it fidly dilated, always tellinH the IahoriuH 
1\!0IIIQIJ when to push, when not to push Tire attendants assisted from either side, aent~)' 

pressinn the mass of" the helly downward afler tire mt1scb tmclendred. 

The hiBh, solid back and stout armrests of the birthinB stool 3ave lcveraae as 
the woman braced lrmelf to hear down, but its most importcmt feature wa.> the access 
it pl'rmitted to lrer l,IW(7 bo~y. When tire midwifes Jiuw~rs at last located the amuiotic 
sac that encased the fetus , .~he fluided it for.vard and dowuward, tlreu waited for tire 
ucxt cottlractrou. · N(lw,' she said, in a .firm voice, aud the laboritJB woman once aBain 
fjrtpped tire armre.~ ls of the hirthi11H stool and pushed hard, and harder still , .1/wutiu,q in 

pain, until tire Jlcsh of the peritoneum tore witlr a suslr of Mood. Sudden(y the woml' s 
waters too poured between her lens. mixed with urine and feces , aud the croll'n of the 

baby s head could bt• .felt iu the opened passa3eway Lucki(>'• this wa.1 the mothers 
second child, aud this la3t part of her labor was likely to he .~lrort . Another and another 

powerful push ]Tom the mother, and the !read appeared, its black lrair slicked iuto damp 

waves The midwtfe aent(>' sroped her way hack into the hirtlr canal aud found a shoul
der, theu pulled and lumed the lillie bo~y while arms and trunk and crotch and lcB-' 
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emerwd. Streaky With shredditlfj vernix, and Swat/red in blood The midWife fijted /rim 

away from his mothers lefjS, and the cool air passintJ over his body caused lnm to Basp, 
then expel a watif'.yin,q howl. 

The n11dwi[e laid the wailinfj infant on a pillow in her lap while sire stroked the 
nwther s hreast.~ to induct! contraclions o/ the. womb in order to deliver tlu• afierhirth , and 

stmmched the heat-~y bleeding that could kill the postparlllm motlrer in minutes. Tlren 
she motioned the at.tendants to wa.~h her, and move her to the comfortable couch Mean

while tire midwrfe prodded and stret.clred the newborns limbs for evidence of d~formities, 
and investr[Jated all of his orifices ji~r defects. It 11'0.1 she wlw would determirre whether 

Ire was worth rearinfj. or whether he should be removed at once Fum tire family home, 
for exposure on some outlyinfjtnidden. When she IUJd finished her impection, site nodded 

assent , severed the umbilical cord, then stripped tire blood from the stJJmp and tied it off 
with a short lennth of wool thread. A t last she tumed to her mistress, holdirlfj the bahy 
up to view and liftinfJ Iter own voi.:t~ above his cries: '' Praise the Bods, _you have another 
so11 .' 1 A rul hi,qh over the vrlla, l.uufer, the momirlfj .\tar, shone in the dawn sk/ a 
heaven!)' recipient of that rrewborn voice, whir/1 was 110w firmly in the world, once a11d 
for alL 

This was a sto~y he liked to /rear a3ain and a3ain, a few years later, standinEJ at 
his mother -~ shoulder while she sat at her spirminfj arul weaving The tale was as ,qory 
as any battle. And it was a story he real!y sho11ldn I ha~·e been told, since the birth
in,q proce.1s was a worrwn.~ 11~}'-'tery, never witne.~sed 110r di.1wssed by male member.\ 4 
the household. He wa11ted to be the exception, to know exactly what happened, atrd she 
wo11ld tell him, am11sed by Iris persistence, talkillfl while she worked T foldit~,q a clump 

of wool in one hand while tire thumb on he-r ot.her hand prrslred 011t and twisted a single 
thread,·1 blendillfj one strand with another, sire could wind it lmlfl and rmhroker1 onto a 
spindle, just tire way she spun a story, makinB it last as lonB as she wr~~hed. Sire wo11ld 
recite pas.\afles Jfom the epics of TTomer, lravi11g memvrized them in clu:/dhood herselj:1 

She would tell him the myths and lesends abom Home that children were supposed tn 
hear at an early aw. to shape their ideas about the world that tiU')' would 9ovem.·1 \V/re11 

site told tlte little I"~Y about tlte da_)' Ire was horn, she would point at Iris hell_y butto11 to 
prove tlrat tire story Ire likd .\O much was ahsolute~y true, not a myth. A human bod)' 
had wown inside another human body, then burst forth wlrole and perfect, l'o be tied off 
in a kn,Jt: there it was, the pnmanerrt evidence of an anwzi11.q transformation. 

l NEV JTAili.Y, THI' STORY OJ' IIOW Ovid transformed himself into an 

immortal begins on the day he was bo rn. Jn ancient Rome, m ore 
women died in childbirth tha.n men died in war. The infants too 
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were at great risk nf early death; nf all the babies horn the year Ovid 
was born , half who survived infancy would not live beyond age 
ten 6 A gnnd de:1l of what might be described in nur d:1ys as magic 

thinking - fine-tuned transactions with the deities that governed a 
household accumpanil~J child r<.:aring; but a good dc;tl of practi
cal experience would have gone into the midwife's ministrations to 
baby Ovid during his first hours of life, as well. 

Immediately after his birth, he would have been thoroughly 
bathed , his whole body spr.inkled lightly with salt, then '.Vashed 
in lukewarm water two or three times. While he was immersed in 
the last ablution, the midwife would rernove the mucus from his 
nostrils and throat, clean his ears, and open his anus for the excre
tion of rnecon.iurn. The tied-niT umbilical cord would he doubled 
over and covered with a clump of fleece dipped in olive oil, then 
centered on b is body to encourage a well-shaped navel. 

Now he was ready for his first swaddling, a process that was 
meant to complete the process begun in the womb, of shaping the 
body. The whole purpose of s\vaddling was to encourage, from the 
outset of I i fe, the development nf a well -proportioned adult body.7 

Swaddling was a complicated task that needed practice and concen
tration, because sorne parts of the hody would require compression 
in order to achieve their "natural" form, while other parts required 
looseness. The binding began with the infant's hands. Long strips of 
soft woolen cloth were wound over the fingers - extended to kee·p 
the hand flat - and up the middk of the hand to the fcm~arm and 
upper arm; compression was applied at the wrist, looseness at the 
armpit. t~roader strips would he wrapped around the thorax. Then 
the legs were bound, loosely around the upper thighs and calves, 
more tight.ly at the knees, instep, and ankles. The bandage would 
cover the very tips of the toes, <L'> it had covered the very tips of the 
tingers.l'ieces of wool were wrapped into the joints at the ankles. the 
knees, and the elbows, to avoid ulcerations. Then the whole body 
would he \vrapped into a fairly tight package that held the arms at 
the infant's sides, and joined the legs and feet together in a straight 
line. t:inally, the head would be wrapped: either encircled by a bandage 
or draped •vitb a sm;dl shawl.8 The baby would continue to undergo 
just such swaddling after a hath, k>r as long as the first sixty days of 
its I ife. 



Diane Middlebrook 21)9 

The process of unswaddling would he ec1ually deliberate and 
methodical , extending over several days. first the right: hand would 
he u nbouncl, to e ncourage right-handedness. Other parts of the body 

would be unbo und gradually, depending on the state of firmness 
eac h had achieved. 

It is worth grasping in detail this practice of immobilizing, then 
gradually freeing the infant, since it was not only fundamental to 

the "shaping" theory of childrea ring prac ticed by Roma.ns, but \Vas 
also the crucial, very first step in the process of interrupting the 
dyadic bond between a newborn and its mother and integrating 
the baby into the household. 1\ woman's main responsibility was to 
produce a m ale heir for the family into which she married. Soon 
after his hi rth, the infant wnu lei be set al ong the path to assum
ing a pl ace in imperial Rom e, a highly structured society. As part of 
that process, mother and baby we re separated in a systematic way 
~-rom the start of life. for exa mple, the midwife would not have put 
the washed and swaddled hahy at hi s mot her's breas t th at day. 1\ 
child's principal supplier of nutrition for the first years of life was a 
usually a wet nurse. Romans viewed the process of feeding an infant 
correc tly as continuous with the process of- preparing it fo r adult life; 
and in a manne r similar to the interventions of the midwife, the 
wet nurse played an important role in shaping a baby into a Roman. 
Thus Soranus, the author of an important tract on the subject, gives 
explicit counsel about the condition of the breasts and of the milk 
the wet nurse should possess, but his primary co ncern is her age 
a.nd charac ter. The wet nurse ~hould not be, for example, a super
stitious person, susceptible to "fallacious reasoning," les t she expose 
the child to dangers associated "vith ecstatic states, which sometimes 
cause "trembling like mad." 9 She should drink no alcohnluntil the 
child ha~ attained a certain age and strength, and she should abstain 
from sex, lest her sympathies he drawn away from the infant. She 
should, if possible, be C reck, "so that the infant nu rscd by her may 
become accustomed to the best speech." 10 

Comracting for a wet nurse indicated the fa.mily's confidcnct~ in 
the viability of the corning child, a nd the fir st swaddling expressed 
the midwife 's vott~ of confidence in its soundness. But next, having 
swaddled the baby, the midwife would seek out the presumptive 
father a.nd lay it "on the ground" bdore him. According to Roman 
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custom, the father would then take the infant up into his arms. The 
name for this ritual was "rollere liberos," literally, elevating or rais
ing the freeborn cb_ild. If for any reason the h1ther refused, the baby 

would not be permitted to enter the famil y. It would be exposed 
outdoors, in sorne location where it might well be found and raised 
as a slave, or treated as the child of puents themselves unable to bear 
children. In any case, its fate would be of no further interest to this 
father. But once the infant had bet::~ n "raised," its acceptance into the 
bmilywas assured. A flame coukl now be lit on the family altar, and 
prayers initiated with the hope of keeping the newborn alive. And a 
wreath could he hung on the door of the villa to announce the birth 
to the whole con1munity. 11 

A BABY IN TilE f-AMILY 

Acceptance by the father, as well as the thriving of the newborn baby 
in the house of the Ovidii, set him on the path to assuming a posi
ti o n in a respected Roman family; however, other rituals needed to 
be performed to confirm his transition from "nature to culture," so 
to speak. Nine days after the hi rth of a son (eight days after the hi rth 
of a daughter), a bl oodless sacrifice \Votdd be conducted at a gath
ering of friends and ex tended family, with ollerings burned before 
the family's household gods. This religious ceremony, called the dies 
iusrriws day of purification was meant to purge the infant of the 
pollution associated with birthing. The dtes lustriws was a major family 
celebration, but it a.lso involved the elite membe rs of the town in 
which the child was born, and the guests would have brought the 
farni ly abundant gifts of congratulation. 

The ritual would culminate in bestowing a name on the baby. 
l'ublius Ovidius Naso was the name given to this newborn son on 
that day. f-reeborn Romans had three names. The praenomen was the 
perso nal name, used at home and among inti mates. ' l'he Romans 

had ve ry fe\v first n<tmes to choose from - only about eighteen 
were in existence in the year 100 I~CE so there \Verc already many 
Publiuses in the world. Ovid may have received tl1e name as a trib
ute to another family member, but the praenomen l'ublius wou.ld at 
the very least dill-erentiate him from his brother, who, being the 
firstbo rn son in the family, was likely to have been named after the 
father.12 Had there been girls in the family, they would be given, as 
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praenomen, the feminine version of the bther's rwmen; so all of Ovid 's 

sisters would very likely have been named Ovidia, and known 

around the house by a nickname (though Ovid mentions no sisters). 

The last two of these three names were common to the family. 
The nomen "Ovidius,'' which be received that day, referred to the 

family's gens, or clan. Ovid's cognomen "Naso" meant "nose," which 
sugge.~ts that some ancestral Ovid ius had a big endowrnent of that 

feature. or maybe a too-curious disposition, nosiness, and that the 
family carried the comic burden ever after. 13 

At the name-day ritual, a son or daughter also received a b111la. 
This was a large, round pouch-shaped pendant in which good luck 

charms had been sealed. In an aAiuent family, the bulla might he 
made of gold , but its pu rpnse was not ornamental; it enabled anyone 
who looked at the wearer to identify, even at a dista.nce, a child's 

status as freehorn. 14 L~aby .l'uhlius Ovidius Naso would wear his /milt! 
steadily until reaching manhood, at around age fourteen. Along 
with the hulla, he might also receive on his name-day a number of 

other protective amulets by which the family hoped to keep him 
alive. I )espite the educated Roman's skepticism tow·ard superstition, 
charms were employed along with every other protective device. 

With the hestowal of his name and the presentation nf the bulla, 
the arrival of Publius was oHicial: the family's hereditary line had 
been extended by a son . In this family, and for young l'uhlius espe
cially, one more detail \Vas significant: the new son was exactly one 
year younger than his brother. 

ONE OccASION, Two CAKES 

Since the imaginative treatment of others in Ovid's poetry is highly 
empathic, understanding him as an artist re,juires looking for evidence 

about the relationships he formed early in !if('. Among these, very 
important was Ovid's relationship with this brother. He spells it nut 

111 a poem: 

. . 1 was hom. i11 tlw year both consuls perished 
at A 11tony s hands; heir (Jc1r what that s wort/0 

to an ancient .family. no brand-new km[Jht promoted 

JUSt yesterday jor his wealth. 
!was not the eldest child: I came ajier a brother 
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hom a twdvenumth ht~{cm me, t.o the day 
so that we shared a birthda)', celebrated one occasion 

with two cakes, in March, at the time 

o{ that .festival sacred to armed Minerva . . J.5 

Viani' MiclJ/ebrook 

Roman births were formally recorded by the day and the hour, for 
the purpose of casting their horoscopes.u' In addition, the family 
records wo uld have dated the birth years of Pub! ius and his brother 
by the names of the rne n who held the consul ship in Rome, .~ ince 

these were, convenie ntly, one-yea r appointments that were meant 
neve r to be repeated. 17 

But the lines quoted here reference the Roman calendar of festi
vals: bot h boys were horn on the second day of Quinquatru.l, the tive
day festival dedicated to Minerva, March 19- 23.18 f-urthermore, poetry 
does its thinking in metaphors; the few lines Ovid wrote about his 
brother are richly m etapho rica I and communicate very efficiently 
a. set of re latinnsh ips th at prevail ed between the brothers as Ovid 
wishes us to see them. This is pa rticularly true ,,.·hen we look at the 
o rig inal Latin for some of the ve rses l[UOted above: 

ru~c .1tirps prima ji1i; Benilor sum fratre cn~alus, 

qui tribus ante quarter mensibus vrltl.s l!fal. 
Lucrfer amhon1111 natalihus affi1it idem. 

1.1 is brother's distinctio n of being tbe firstborn - significantly Jifl"crcnt 
from Ovid - dissolves in the cyclic motion of the morning stu, Luci
fer, which returns on the day of Ovid's hi rth tn the exact position it 
occ upied in the heave ns when his brother W<L~ born , making these 
brothers at once the same and diffe rent frnrn each other. J n dev ia
tion from the Roman social norm , the two boys were equally cher
ished within the family, it would seem. "Une occasion with two 
cakes": both \vere celebrated in the family circle. And Roman legal 
statutes dec reed th at they would inherit equal shares of property 
(along with any other siblings) at the time of their father's death. 19 But, 
yes, the boys were distinct. The lines just quoted preface a reference to 
their education; here, again , they appear as equal but d.iffereJ1t: 
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We be.gatl 
our education _young: our father sent liS to study 

with Rome s best teachers in t.lte lil1eral arts. 

My brothc:r from his ween _years had the gift 0'{ eloq11ence, 
was /Jom fin the clash o{ words in the puhlic court; 

but /, even in boyhood. held out .for hiHher matters, 
and the Muse was seducinf! me subtly to her work 111 

303 

The boys are se nt to study together, a nd both are given the best 
education. Ovid attributes an inborn talent to his brother that, like 
Ovid's ta le nt for poetry, was a gift of high- level linguistic fluency. 
Bu t the brother's gift expressed itself in aggressive argumenta
tio n, "the clash nf \vords." This skill was guite different from the nne 

Ovid portrays himself as cultivating from the youngest age. Was the 
bro ther 's inclinatio n toward a rgument a pa rt o f· his nature? Or was 
it shaped by his position as the e lder of the twoi As will em erge later 
in this story, "no t th e e ldest" is an importa nt deta il in Ovid 's account 

of his relationship to his brother. The core of every ancient family 
was the prese nce in the hnuseho ld nf t hree generations of males: the 
paterfa milias, his son, and the son's son. That is why Virgil m ade this 
triad cen tral to The Aeneid, his epic account of the ti1 unding of Rome: 

Aeneas escapes from the burning city of Troy with the household 
gods in his baggage, car ry ing his e lde rly father on his sho ulders and 
leading his son by the ha nd. Along the way, his wife disappears and 
is mourned , hut the surviving t rio of males constitutes the founda
tion of a new ho useho ld. 

The twelve-m onth gap that separated the Ov idius sons would 
have been a distinct ion without much dilference for the next six 
yea rs of their liws, tho ugh, since their prox imity in age would have 
m ade it effi cien t for the household to treat them as if they were 
the same age. Once the ce re mo nies welcoming the newbo rn boy 
into Roman society were over, baby Publius would have joined his 
todd ling brothe r in the ca re of a staff of •..vomen, overseen by their 
m other. The two link sons in the bouse of Ovidius Naso, tbcre
fi-> re, would have fo rmed their first significant re latio nships not just 
with their biological m other, but with the severa.l female attenda.n ts 
i ntn whose care they we re entrusted. A swarm of house hold slaves, 
m ainly fem ale, would a lso have sur rounded them frm11 bi rth, and in 
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addition, they were watched over by a host of divinities, all of them 

female. The goddess Opis, or Ops, oversaw the way the midwife 
laid the child on the ground, to be raised by the father; l.evana was 

at hand when the child was lifted. Cuma rocked the cradle, while 
Carrnenta lullabied him. Vegetanus hushed birn when he cried. 
Rumina made sure the baby took the breast; later on, Polina helped 
him drink from a cup, and Ldura taught him how to eat solid food. 
Osslago and Carna worked within the baby's growing body, giving it 
strength . Stilinus, or Statanus, showed toddlers how to walk, bhu
lina shO\ved them how to talk, Camaena taught them how to sing. 
Paventia protected them from chi .ldhnod terrors. 21 hom an early age, 
the children \Vould have been taught stories about the ways these 
invisible goddesses intluenced the human world, and they would 
have been shown the proper ways to pay respect. It was all part of 
shaping them into Romans. 

I~OY AND h\Tl-11'1{ 

They w·ere shaped: and they grew; and they were shaped again . 
·1 ·h roughout ( )vid 's poetry, hut most notably in Metamorphoses, nature 
causes characters to weave their own paths through the rules, codes, 
and taboos that structure society. The unpredictability -- even the 
undecidability - of nature is an element that makes this poem, 
which \Vas composed in some of the most exacting Latin meters to 
be found, so vivid. The world of Metamorphoses is full of forests and 
animals whose lives are intimately understood by the poet; and 
the familiarity of Ovid 's narrating voice when he describes them 
suggests that they had been in his world from boyhood. Some of 
them were dangerous (wild hoar, bears, imd wolves are still to he 
found in the f(,rests of the i\bruzzi).22 The men of Ovid's fa.m i ly and 
community would hunt in those forests with nets and spears,23 in 
the same \vay that in Metamorphoses , the mythic prince i\ctaeon hunts 
game on the slopes of an unnamed mountain where he meets a 
dreadful fate at the hands of the goddess Diana. Others were nurtur
ing. Ovid also writes of a chilly spring called Hippocrene on Mount 
lie I icon, to wh.ich the militant goddess Minerva retreats after leav
ing the sickening carnage of a battle. He describes a fenced orchard 
passionately tended by the nymph l'omona. He assigns to Jove himself 
an attachment to the idyllic countryside the poets called Arcadia. 
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These and other striking .~etting;s in Ovid 's epic have venerable l.ite r
ary pedigrees that we are intended to recognize. Yet Ovid 's narrator 
speaks with a warrn, personal voice, too: just such springs and orchards 
and fores ts were Ovid's childhood haunts. We ca n hea r this warmth 
in the playfu l voice of the narrator desc ribing the way that Jove over
saw the rt>storation of Arcadia after a catastrophic fire has come close 
to destroying heave n and ear th : 

Then the A lmiHhty rather cond11cted a to·ur of inspection 
arormd the walls of tire sky, in case the great fires impact 
fwd caused them to weaken and cnunhle down. W/u>.n he 

saw the;' were still 
as stnmn 1111(/ stahle as ever, he tumed his attention to earth 

and t.lre worb of mankind A rcadia, where he was /10m , e11Hawd 
his particular ulre. 1/e revived the j(,rmtairrs and rivers which still 

were relllctan/ to flow, put wass 0 /1 tire soil and leaves 011 the trees, 
arrd ordered the hlnckelledforest.l to !JUr.>t ona>. more into green. 

As he busily came and went , an Arcadian virHin s11ddenl)' nwsht his fanq . 24 

The image of Jove as an ad hoc farmer would have amused Ovid 's 
conte mporary readers, since spending weekends and hot weather in a 
country villa wa.~ a \vay that prosperous city-dwelling Romans retained 
a sense of maintaining a living connection to their idea lized past. 

Of course, Ovid's father was a soldier-farmer, as well. It is tempt
ing to read in the figure of Jove, father of the gods, signals about 
Ovid's own father. While the early part of a Roman childhood was 
predominantly governed by the mothe r, a Roman father was a force 
in his yo ung children's lives. He was expected to take an active role 
in shaping a son , pa rticul a rl y, helping the you ng boy actluire the 
kinds of self-con t rol that Romans associated with rectitude. Accord
ing to most scholarship n n this subject, the training was expected to 
be strict, and its purpose was to m old the growing child in the ideaJ
ized im age of his a ncestors .2.~ The few hut pointed remarks Ovid 
makes about his father in his poetry indie<lte that an old-fashioned 
ethos was prese rved in th e fa mily governed by the se nior Ovidius 

aso. Ovid 's father was the next best thing to immortal: he lived to 
the ripe old age of ninety. li e was probably already in his late forties 
by the time Ov id was bo rn , and very likely bad already become 
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the paterfimrrlias of the Ovid ius Naso farn i ly, which is to say that his 

a.utho rity in the household was umjuestio nahle. The paterfamilras was 
the family's eldest male. In Roman law, he held absolute power over 

every m ember of the family; he even had the right to kill or order 

the deaths of those wbo \vere related tn him nr were his property, 

and his action could not be legally challenged. Pater potestas, this was 

ca ll ed: father-power. Ovid frequently refe rs to Jove as "fathe r of the 

gods," making the parallel explicit. 

l~ut parents do not only shape children deliberatel y. They also 

do so unconsciously. In every way, they are larger and stronger; yet 
they are also subject to violent passions and furtive urges that we 
call "childish." Rank is communicated, and judgments are handed 

down; punishme nt is administered, sometimes unfairly. Children 

absorb, and cope with, these aspects of their parents' behavio r \vith

nut necessarily understanding it. 1\nd children must not question 

the authority that looms over them from on high. 

We might expect to find the imprint of this sort of unconsc ious 

emotionaJ "instruction" in Ovid's poetry, and we do: of these paren

tal characteristics, Uvid was to formulate the gods who populate Meta 
morplwses. Ovid's epic poem is a repository of complex family relation

ships, many of \vhich are set forth with great psychological insight. 

Notably, it contains a small population of interesting fathers. 1\vo in 
particular stand out when we are trying to think about Ovid 's biog

raphy, Ovid's world, because each departs from a well-established 

Roman code of fatherly conduct. One occurs in the tale of Phaeton, 

reputedly the son of Apollo, the sun god. Tbey med for the first time 
when the boy approaches the god w·ith a question about his origins: 

is Apollo really his Cathcr? Apollo, in ordl:r to prow his authentic 
claim to paternity of this tender hoy, brashly promises Phaeton that 
he wi II grant. any request. 

. . his father removed the circlet of" spark/ins 
rays which adomed Iris head, commanded the )'Outh to come nearer, 

and folded him close in his arms. ··You are truly mine,' he assured l1im. 
"Demalwould do you Injustice, and C~vmene did not deceive you 
Away with ) 'OIIr doubts! Now ask me whatever favor you will, 
ar1d 1 shall bestow it. To witness Ill)' pmmise, T call on the Sl)'8ian 
marsh which the gods must swear by. . ' 26 
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Being a god, Apollo ca nnot revoke a promise, and so Phaeton gets his 
wish to drive the chariot: of the sun across the sky tc>r on e day. Phat.;
tnn co mes close to destroying the whole heaven and ear th before he 
crashes and burns. 

Another ton indulgent parent is l'eneDs, the rive r god and father 

of the nymph Dap hne - a young beauty who loves to roam the 
woods capturing a ni rn a ls. Daphne has just heco rne of rna rriage
able age; for a Roman girl , that: would be about twelve yea rs o ld. Her 
fatfwr reminds her that she owes him a son -in -law and a grand
son. Daphne hates the prospect of marriage, but rather than resist 
openly, she ofFers a shrewd argume nt in favor of remaining free. The 
goddess Diana's father - Jove - permitted his daughter to remain a 
virgin; co uldn't l'e nelis - \vho was after all a god, himself -- regard 
this a.s a precedent, and grant her the .same privilege? lf Penei..is had 
bee n a strict Roman fathe r he would not have bee n susceptible to 
this flattering comparison, since it was the duty of girls from respect
abl e families to marry a nd hear children. Unwisely, l'eneus g ra nts 
Daphne's wish, and lets her continue to roam the woods unham
pe red, a~ tho ugh she we re a mere g irl and not a desi rahle young 
wom an. She crosses the path of the young god Apollo who, instantly 
smitten, chases her down. Daphne throws up her arms and appeals 
to Pen ei.is to take away the body that has caused her so much fear, 
and she is turned into a laurel tree. 

l n both of these sto ries, Ovid supplies convincing emotiona I col
o rat io n to the dyads of child and parent. The paren ts are show n to 
be foolish - even though they are gods-because their \Vish to be 
loved and admired distracts them frnrn their obligations as fathers. 
Apollo desires to taste the simple pleasure of a status denied to the 
gods: ca re of the young. Thus, as l'haetn.n approaches the throne, 
Apollo removes the dazzling diadem that signifies his divine status. 
He \oVants to embrace Phaeton as a mere father may embrace his so n?7 

Penelis is also blameworthy, in permitting himself to be made a 
co-conspirato r in hi s daughter's u nsu itah le desire never tn leave 
his househo ld. And in eac h case, the child gets away with forbidden 
hehav inr hy manipulating the father's emotions. The children are shown 
to be foolish, too, but m erely because they are ado lescents; thei r stories 
are moving because we understand that, in ask ing to he exceptional, 
eac h is unde rgoing a fail ed m etam orphosis into an adult. Phaeton is 
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obsessed with the adol escent fantasy that his parentage is o ther and 
better than the world believes, and he seduces Apollo into proving 
he is right. Daphne clings an xiously to the va nishing freedom of girl 

hood while puberty overtakes her body. 
Observing these specific fathers and tbeir children i.n Ovid 's poetry 

does not give the biographer anything so \velcom e as insight into the 
workings of Ovid 's family, of co urse. Rather, it conveys something 
unusual about Ovid 's imagination - unusual in the a.rt of Ovid 's 
time, that is . Ovid was interested in the psydrolo,'JY of lathe rs . In eac h 
of these stories, the father is made vulnerable by the fact that, since 
he can choose to do anything, he ca n choose to do the wrong thing. 
Eac h of these all-powerful fath ers destroys a child as an unin tended 
co nsequence of an impulsi ve decision, a nd su ffers spectac u.larly. 

What 4 (Piwellum sJ fiaher; \¥/retchedly stricken and srck with wief 
he had covered his fa ce with his robe. If we can believe what is said, 
the Srm went into eclipse for a day . . 

. . Meanwhile T'hae'tlron s father, rmkempt i11his mormtillfi, had lost 
Ir is accustomed splendour, as tlwufilt there had been a solar eclipse 
n etc.ilitt,C{ the da_ylt,,jht ami so himself he surrendered hi_\ .ipirit 

to grief He was mrwy into the bargain, and therefore refused 
to work j(,, the world any lon.qer. . 18 

Apollo's indulgence is in conOict w.itb his duties, and the other 
Olympian gods have to engage in a delicate negotia tion in order to 
bring Apollo hack to his duties as sun god. 

f.or Penei.i s, Ovid chooses a dilferent method of expressing this 
grief: rathe r tha n dra mati zing the lather's response, Ovid displ aces it 
into a metaphor. The lines following the desc ription ofh mv Daphne 
became a tree return to l'end:is, not in his character as Daphne's fath e r 
but in the form of a torrential river speedjng toward a precipice. 

'llu!ssaly boasts a ravine callrd Tempe, enclosed on each side 

hy a rock firce covered with trees; and down it the river Peneiis 
pours and rolls on his foam in& way .from tire fool of Mount. Piudus. 

l'oweryi1lly twnhlins. the wtarad leaps int.o cLmds of a wanderi"B· 
wispy \•apour; the SJIT"U)' sprinkles the trees on the cliffiops 
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like _, lwwer.\ 4' min; and a umst.ant roar is returned from the dist.a11ce_ 
This is the dwellins , the mansion, the innemrost shrine of the miglrt_y 
. I 2<i rrver-.qot .. 
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Penei.is as a deafening waterfall casting its mist high as the tops of 
trees: this is an image of irrepressible emotion erupting from its 
inmost source, to embrace its nhject. The passage has an oddly abrupt 
effect when encountered as a. transition moment: in the forward 
drive of the epic, hut when its significance is tipped hack into the 
story, one meaning of the m etaphor grows vividly evident: it is an 
approach through images tn a depth of feeling that cannot success
fully be represented in actions such as the covering of the face. 

AT MoTI-IEtt's StnE 

h)f the first seven years of life, howeve r, fathers were figures who exer
cised their power in tbe background. Usually, a very young child 
had littl e contact with his father. It wasn't until a ma le child lost 

his baby teeth, at around age seven , that he would he turned over 
to rnen in order to he educated. Young children were educated by 
their m others and nurses; and since Ovid and his brother were born 
nnly one yea r apart, it is likely that they were educated together 
at first, with their mother as teacher. Ovid's brother would have 
moved on to being tutored by men a yea r before l'ublius did, leav
ing the younger boy alone with his mother for an important year 
in his development. 1:rom internal evidence in Ovid's poetry, it can 
be proposed tha.t closcm~ss to his mother mattered in the formation 
of Ovid 's imagination; and it may be that the yea r he did not have 
to share his mother's attention with an older brother maltcrcd the 
most of all. 

No references to his n1other appear in Ovid's work, aside from a 
remark that she died after his t~tther's death . l~ut a few things about 
her ca n be assumed \vit.h ronlidenct~. first, she was younger than ht:r 
husband, very likely by a whole generation. Ovid 's mother was prnh

<lhly no older tlun twenty and perhaps as young as eighteen when 
she married; although ·women were el.igibl e as soon as they began 
menstruating, they did not normally marry until their btte teens. 
She was probably not the father's first wife, and perhaps ( )vid had 
hair-siblings, sisters born to an earlier mother, whom he docs not 
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mention. His own mother probably bore only two male children 
who survived: the way Ovid describes his brother, although scant of 
details, indicates that he was the only other male child in the family. 
Whether or not these assumptions are faithful to the unknowable 
facts, they a_re faitbJul to the emotional tone of Ovid's comments about 

his family life. 
Ovid's mother would not have lived a life of luxury. She would 

have been responsible for managing the household. If she brought 
a large dowry into the family, she might also have occupied herself 
with business interests as well. But no matter 'vvhat other work sbe 
performed, one of her rnost important roles was overseeing the early 
education of her children. We have begun to track the figures that 
society set to work tn separate a newbor n from its mother, hut mothers 
still played an important role iri' shaping their children into Romans. 
Ovid's rnnther would guide her children in correct usage of Latin 
and Creek while they learned to talk (all wellborn Roman children 
\vere bilingual), and she would introduce them to reading, \vriting, 
and arithmetic at elementary levels. In the early years of a child's 
life, the inculcation of Koman values was likely to have been accom
plished by telling stories with moralizing messages in them. This 
would have been a pain less accornpan i rnent to one task that we may 
be pretty sure Ovid's mother performed, beca.use it \Vas work that 
almost all Roman worn.en perf.1rmed: spinning and weaving. 

Women were respon~ible for manufacturing all of the clothing, 
draperies, and linens in the househo ld. Roman girls learned the 
complex, demanding skills of spinning and weaving whil.e they were 
young and practiced them all their I ives; demonstrating protlciency 
was an aspect of a young worn an's bridal cere1nony. ']'be night before 
her \vedding, she dressed ceremon ially in a tunic and a yellow hair
net she had woven herself on a special loom; the next day, after the 
marriage ritual , a member of the bride's entourage would carry her 
spindle and distaff to her huslxmd 's home, indicating that this was 
now the setting nf her I ife and work. A lifetime of spinning and weav
ing was one of the occupations that caust~d a woman's death. Women 
often used spittle to moisten the thread, inbaling small fibers and 
lint that could eventually produce pulmonary diseases.30 

Spinning and weaving was work that women sometimes per
formed collcctivdy. ll could be tedious and repetitive; in preparation 
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for spinning, the wool, tlax, or other raw material would have been 

clea ned and combed, possibly dyed, then rolled into a loose ball. 

The upper end of the distatf· - basically, a long pointed ~tick --- was 

pushed into the ball, and the lower part gripped under the left arm 

(and sorneti mes tucked i ntn a bel.t for support). With the right hand, 

the spinner drew out and twisted the fibers in a single continuous 
motio n, using a mo iste ned index finger and thumb. The resulting 

thread, as it lengthe ned, was twirled onto the spindle - basically, 
a short poi nted stick.:11 This was mindless work o nce o ne got the 

hang of it:, but across m any cultures, and to this very day, women 
have prese rved a special way of passing the time while engaging in 
it. They converse and tell stories , "spinning ta les." Ovid has given 

us a li ve ly picture of wnrnen spinning, weaving, and storytelling in 
Metamorphoses, where a household of women (the daughte rs of M i nyas, 

who a re devotees of 1\tlinerva) decide to sit at bo rne with their work 
while the rest of the women in the community take part in violent 
ritual s honoring l~acc hus. 

. . on0t the dll!lfjhters of Min_yas 
stayed indoors and marred the feast with their untoward housecraji , 
drawir1,q the wool1r1to thread ami twistillfJ the slrand.l with their thumbs, 
or movinB close ro the loom and keepi11fJ their servants ocwpied. 
One o(the dau,qhters. while deft/)' spimzin.Cj , advanced a su,q,qestion: 

·· \l'l /1ile others are idle and Jond6• llhscrvinH their so-wiled festival, 
we are detained by i\lfinerva, who hetler deserves our atlenlimz. 
But wl~y don I we also rehcve the toil of our lumds b_y tellinH 
stories oj"dijfemll kinds and take it in turns to speak, 
while tl1e rest of us quietly listen i Tile time will so ~)'more quickly.' 
I fa sisters approved the idea and asked her to tell tl1e .first story. 
Then site pondered which of the many tales that she knew 
wa.1the best one to choose . . . u 

She settl es on th e tale of l'y ra mu s and Thisbe, "not commonly 

know n as ye t.." She recounts it "spinning her wool the whilc.'' 33 

The storyte lling nf th ese siste rs occupies m any pages of the 
poem, and Ovid has shrewdly represented the plots ami themes as 
those rnnst beguiling to women: ro rnances. The tale of l'yrarnus and 
Thisbc is k11lowcd by the talc of how Lcucothoi5 anJ Clytie both fell 
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he lplessly in love with the sun god Apollo and how he rewarded their 

in f;ttuation . The next storyteller offers the well-known account of ho\v 

the cuckolded Vulcan entrapped the adulterous lovers, Venus and 

Mars, with a cunning golden net. Ho m er bad put the story in The 

Odysey, hut the Minyan storyte lle r gives it loca l color by emphasizing 
the similarity of Vulcan 's handiwork to the "thinnest of wool threads,' 

suc h as those tlowi ng from th e hands of the siste rs the mse lves. Last, 

the daughters of Minyas hear the tale of the ny mph Sa.lmacis, who, 

maddened hy passion for a beautiful boy, was changed into a part of 

his body, creating a bei ng w·ho was "neit her woman n or boy, [but] 
seemed to he neithe r or both " a hnmaphrodite.31 

'1/./e "ove rhear " these stories, seated as we a.re by the narrator 

amid the storytellers at the ir lno rns. L:ach of the daughte rs appears 

to have in he r m e m o ry a large stock of rom ances; we are permitted 

to watch each o ne deciding aloud \\.'bich tale to te ll, titill at ing her 

auditors with possibilities not pursued. Perhaps we are even m eant 

to notice that in the repertory of the weavers all of the stories center 

on the love-inte rest o f nobly p athetic females . And \Ve also witness 

the \vay the sto ry teJ le r sets up her audie nce, and how the audience 
responds. To the tale of Mars, Venus, and Vulcan, they behave rather 
like enthusiast·ic m embers nf a book club, avidly discuss ing the 

implication s of the tale as if t he gods were actual people: 

. . !heir ears were captivated by the amazin3 event. 

Some Stl ld it could 11ot have happened, some pointed outt!raL true ,qods 
Could do anylrin3; but Bacchus was 11ot one of them 35 

At this po int in Metamorphoses o ne begins to learn something quite 
distinctive about the a rtist Ovid beca m e: at some time in his lil·e he 

had observed wom en talking to each other in the absence of m e n. 

Was it in childhood that O vid 's imagination was captivated hy what 

went on among women sitting together over their spindles and their 
looms? If Ovid 's poetry is or iginal in its trea tme nt of fathers, it is 

unique in ancient literature in its representation of the social world 
that women c reated for the m selves within the household , a world 

largely co ncealed from the attention of m en. Wom en of all ages and 
kinds appea r and inte rac t with nne another in Ovid '.~ ta les, enric h

ing the world of the poem and broadening its emotional and socia.l 
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reach . If an umvelcorne man should arrive on the scene, interrupt
ing the women, this wo rld would immediately fold itself up and 
a\vay out of sight. A. male child of less than seven yea rs, however, 
might have been a tolerated exception . 

MiNERVA 

C[uite often, the protagonists of these stories are co mpetitive women, 
no ne more so than the character of the Roman goddess Minerva, 
patroness of all c rafts , especially weaving. It is in O vid's extensive 
writing about Minerva that I think we might locate an argument for 
the influence of Ovid's rn other nn the development of his art - to 
see certain det.a.ils as referenti a l to the m other who provided his first 
yea rs or instruct ion in the ski li s of rea.di ng and writing. 

The argument would begin with the obse rvation that Ovid 's 
treatment of Minerva is distinctly possessive, possibly because his 
birthday, March 20, fell on the second day of Quinquatrus, the maj or 
Ro man holiday dedicated to the goddess Late r in life, he also made 
th e goddess his neighbor, in a manner of speaking. During the 
reign of the last king of Rome prio r to the founding of the Koman 
Republic , an important temple had been buili: on the Capitoline 
Hill, honoring the triad of Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva.10 When Ovid 
becam e wealthy enough to establish a ho m e in Rome, he did so in 
the vicinity of the ( :apitol i ne.:17 

Minerva was an ancient deity in the Roman pantheon, a goddess 
apparently derived from an Etruscan precursor. L)y the first century 
BCE in Rom an culture, the identity of Minerva had been merged with 
the iden tity of a ( ~ree k counterpart, Pallas Athen a, on the basis of her 
intellectual skill at making war- as distinguished from the mindless 
aggression represe nted by A. res, wh o was ca lled Mars by the Romans. 
Ovid uses the n am es Minerva and Pallas Athena interchangeably in 
his poetry. O vid 's refe re nce to the differences between his brother 
and himself suggest that he identified with the goddess's skillfulness 
in su blimating agg ress ion to achieve an artful outcome. 

In anotht' r of the poems of Tristia, he directly compares his poems 
with the goddess, because they are like ''Pallas, who was born with
nut any moth er . . they are my ofFspring who form my posterity." 38 

1\s another telling point, Ov id's commentary o n Qui11quatrw in Fasti, 
his poem about ;mcient Roman religious holidays, doesn't mention 
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that his own birthday fell on the day after the birthday of Minerva. 

Indeed in rasti, he ducks under her mantle in an undisguisedly personal 
argument that his 0\Vn v..'ork belongs to the category of handicraft 
along with that of weavers, cobblers, carpenters, and other artful 
makers of useful objects. The passage is worth quoting in full. 

The first day of Qw:nquatr11s is bloodless and gladiators may not 
engage in swordpl.ay: 

The reasm1,J Tlwts Minerms birthday 

To Pallas now pray. bo_ys and de/irate girls. 
Wlwever appeases Pallas will he skilled in ili.1 aaji 

When Pallas has been appeased, girls willleam 
to carcl wool and unload ji1ll distaffs. 

She also teaches how to nm the shuttle through the warp 
and she packs the loose work with the reed. 

Worship her, )'OU who remove the spots from soiled cloth ins. 
WorslujJ her, whoever prepares dye-vats for wool. 

No one will be a good wbbler against the will of Pallas, 
he he cleverer than Tycluus who made Ajax his shield 

And l1e his hands a match for Epeus of the Trojan Horse. , 
{Pallas is an.gry, a carpt!tller will he allthumhs. 

You too, who drive ~~ff diseases with Apollo s skill, 
!Jrill!J the f!Oddess a few Hrfts from your fees . 

T eacher.1, don t you despise her either, despite your lost income 
on this school holiday (.1he recruits new pupi/.0, 

and you who employ the. burin , or paint encaustic pictures, 
or make stones pla.\lic with your sklllji1l hands. 

The 3addess of a thousand crafts, she is surr.l)' a tJOddess of poctr_y. 
!{I Jeserw it, may she befriend my etUieavon . .19 

This catalogue insistently associates .Minerva with the kind of art
making in which the mastery of technique is regarded as the great
est acb.ievement. Tech~iCJUe must be learned from the elders. More
over, Ovid oftt~n rders to the loom as "tela," which is a synonym for 

''weapon" ---another reason why the loom is an appropriate object 
of patronage for general-like Minerva. But consider also that weav
ing is associated by ety mologies with 1\polln's ste\vardship of the 
how and the lyre. According t·o linguistic scholars, ''the \.Vord [lyrel 
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itself probably derives from the I ndo- L~u ropean word k.erkolyra, which 
in turn originates from the verb krekein, to pass a shuttJe across 
threads .'' 40 Thus the bow, the lyre, and the loom share the character

istic of requiring the management of strings or threads.41 further
more, the word for a lnorn\ sley (pecten) is also the \vord used for the 
plectrum, the lyre's plucking device.42 Ovid was an avid pursuer of 
ety mologies, a.nd knew the subtle unclergrou nd con nectinns among 
the instruments of art: the bow, the lyre, the loom. TI1ey connect 
1\pnllo and Minerva as patrons of the art of poetry; and they also 
connect Minen.'an skills \Vith the intimate domestic sphere of a house's 
women and its youngest children. 

There is nothing st.ereotypically maternal in the symbolism 
of Minerva that appears in fa_,ti, hut neither is the catal ogue of her 
influences merely ornamental. In Ovid's volumes of love poems, the 
goddess does not take shape as an interesting figure. In Trist.ia, however, 
we find an image of he r that is maternal. Crossing the Gulf of Corinth 
in a ship called the Minerva, heading toward Thrace on his way to 
exile, Ovid personifies the vessel and ma.kes of her an indomitable 
and com f(xti ng protector: 

1 have (ma_)' 1 always keep') hlonde Mir~ervas proterlion: my ves.iel 

bears her painted casque, borrows her name. 
lJmier .sail she rrms well with the .1l1~qhtest hreeze; her rower_i 

speed her alonn when there s need for oars. 
Not conlent with outstrippin!J Clll_)' comparzion ve.1.\el 

she II somehow rontrivc to overhaul 

any crcifi that s set out hejore her: 110 stonm will spring her timbers, 
she ll ride tall waves like a _flat calm; 

first met at Cenchreae, lwrhour of Corinth; sinCJ' then 
the faithful [jttidc and companion of' my .fliBht , 

kept .iafi' by the power cif. Paluls tlwr1[jh wwrtless lrazards, 

across endless Bale-swept seas. SaF still -
1 praJ" may she thread va.il. Pontus s entrance-dramrd 

muf enter the waters of the Getic shore. 43 

The imprint of the mother in Ovid's Minervas and Pallas Athenas 
does not reside in her ability to protect hirn, however. The strongest 
evidence for the argument that Ovid's relationship to his mother 
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has been displaced i ntn his representations of Minerva may he t(·m nd 
in Metamorphoses Books V and VI, where she is not m erely a deity but a 
character with a complex psychology, one that references the mother 

in striking ways. 
The emergence of Minerva as an important character occurs 

midway in Book V. In the preceding pages, she has been a silent 
observer of her brother l'erseus as he wreaks bloody havoc at his 
own wedding and amuses himself by turning the guests to stone by 
baring the head nf Medusa to their helpless eyes. Here i.s the passage 
where Minerva reenters the story: 

"A rumar has come to 111)' ears of a fountain that started t() aush 
when tire earth ww .\truck h)' a lwof of the win,ql'li horse spmnH /rom Medusa 
Hence m_y arrival. I wanted to see this ama.zinfl sprillfl, 
as T witnessed the horses birth from the hlood of hi.\ CorHOII mother.' 
Urania amwered: ' \\7hatever ymtr reason .for comi118 to visit us 
/rere in Ollr home, kind aodcJeSS , WI' fee/ weal pleaSUrl' 

The story _you heard is correct: the winged horse Pesasus started 
our .1pr111,q '; and she look Minerva down to the sacred{tnmtain 

Slowly admiring the waters which Pesasus lwaf had created, 
!he~ noddm surve_yed the clusters of"wand, primeval tree5, 

m_ysteriaus caves and wass bejeweled with 111)1riads of flowers . 
She declared that Memo~}' s dmtahters were truly ble.\.ied in their dwellina 
as well as the arts the_y mled. The11 a11e of the sisters addressed Iter: 

"Mi11ava, aoddess whofitly could join our musical compmry, 
had no! your own fine qualities marked you out for yetgrealer 
ta.\ks, your praise of our arts and ottr home i.\ truly deserved. 

Ours is a happy lot , if we could l111t be sure of" our safe/)'·. ' 44 

The Muse goes on to tdl how tlw artfulness of these sisters bad recently 
defeated the strategies of a violent rapist. 1\. clever rhetorician, as we 
might expecl, she tunes her song to the ears of her militant audi
tor very successfully. 1\.fter liste ning to the account of their victory, 
the goddess wants more! She asks about a bird she hears calling in a 
human voice from the trees. Clearly her attention has been captured, 
and another story - another battle story- is forthcoming. Then the 
teller interrupts herself to ask 1\.thena slyly whether the Muses are 
boring her. 
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"Such was tlu~ sonn which [the competition] .\lll!fl as she played 011 her ~·re . 

We Muses were callf~i upon to respond - but perhaps )'OU haven t 
the time. or the leisure to lend WI ear to our ow11 performance.' 

··1 ve plenty of time,' Minerva replied, as she took her scat 
i11 the slwde of the forest . ·· Now si11[l rm~ _)'our .sonn from hetJirmillfl to ~~nd ' 15 

i\ nd so indeed dt)es Pall as stay seated for the res t of this long hook 
of the epic, hea ring time and again how female artfulness has over
come myriad challenges to female interests. And the longest story of 
all is a mother-story, the tale of how the goddess Ceres rescued her 
daughter Persephone from the King of Hades. 

Ovid has here shrewdly made Pallas Athena into a receptive 
listene r ro the specific tales the Muses choose tn tell her, but he has 
not told us why; we are supposed to think about why this normally 
impatient goddess is so susceptible to the influence of her surround
ings and to the hospitality she receives on Helicon . Here is an expla
nation : the Muses who arc giwn the epithet "daughters or Memory" 
by Ovid - were all fathered by Jupiter, as was Pallas Athena. But 
according tn the tradition, l'allas herself knew no mother. She was 
conceived by Jupiter with the goddess Metis , "intelligence" in the 
Creek pantheon; hut Jupite r, havi ng received a warning that his 
next olfspring would be a son who would overthrow him, swallowed 
Metis so that he r pregnancy cou ld not come to term. In the fullness 
of time, jupiter experienced a great headache. His head split open, 
and out sprang Athena, fully grown and armed . And though she could 
claim no mothering. she had received through her maternal line a 
great endow rnent of inte lligence. 

It is one of the beautiful ironies of Metamorphoses that in Boo k V 
Athena becomes the recipie nt of tales tol.d by daughters who are also 
her sisters by paternal lineage but in no other way; and that through 
these sisters is transmitted a female world l'allas does not share, nne 
in which daughters speak of the conflicts and problem solving of 
which stories are rnade; and that the makers of these grand poems 
are those great patronesses of the arts, the Muses themselves. 

When Pallas finally leaves ll e licnn, at the end nf l~ook V, Ovid 
makes the lingering etTect's of the storytelling she has heard the 
substance of his transition: 
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[Pal/ttl/had lent her ears to suJt words 
And had approved the sonss of the {Muse~ ami their just anser. 
Then to herself ' To praise is not enm1flh: let me be praised myself, 
and 110/ allow my sodhead to be scorned without pum:shment.' 
And she turned her mind to the fate of Maeonian Arachne 
who, she had heard, did not _yield to her in renown for skill 
at workin,q wool. 4" 

And thus opens one of the great stories about art-making in Western 
literature: the cha.llenge of a goddess by a mortal artisan. 

Arachne is a young, unmarried woman from the working class: 
her father is a dyer of wool; her mother is dead . The narrator tel.ls us 
that Arachne was born into a family of plehs, or plehiarLI, the Roman 
name for the class of citizens without political rights: Romans who 
can't vote or hoJ.d office. Uy this anachronism, Ovid breaks Arachne 
out of the frame of mythic time and places ber in his own. It is only a 
glimpse, hut a significant one. 1:or "Arachne" is not merely a suspense

ful and cautionary tale about the need for respecting the gods, it is 
about the standards hy which art is evaluated, and it is a story - like 
Ovid's o'\vn - about how a talented young person from the provinces, 
an "outsider," tru rnps a socially disadvantaged class pnsitinn through 
artistic mastery.47 Arachne, too, lives for her art, and although she 
is humbly horn she is arnhitinus to make a narne for herself by 
her talent as a weaver. Indeed, so great is her skill at handling her 
materials at every stage of preparation and execution that even the 
nymphs - who are dernigods - com e from lielcl and river just to 
watch her. The narrator tells us: 

The nymphs used often to leave their haunts, Mount Tmolus vines 
or the banks of the river Pacto!tL~. to ,qaze on Arachne s amazitrB 

artistry. equal6· easer to watch her handwork ill prowess 
(her skill was so sraceful) as much as to look at the finished artie/ e. 
f'erhaps she was form ins the first rowul clumps from the wool ill its crude .\tate, 

shapins the st1~ff in her fingers and stead!~}' tea sins the cloud-like 
fleece Into lema .1ojl threads She minlrt /raw been defil)' applyin,q 
lrer thumb to the polished spindle. Or else they would watch her embroider 
a picture. 'U'l lratever she did, you would k11ow Minerva ha<i tauaht her. 48 
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The undeniable genius of Arachne is signaled by the status nf her 
audience here. The nymphs are the guality in this neighborhood. It 
seems relevant to note also that the nymphs are females . Their esti

mation of Arachne must be understood to represent informed and 
rei iable witness, along with, perhaps, a helping of female solidarity. 

Minerva has learned that Arachne not onJy denies owing her 
ski II to anyone, including the goddess, hot also boasts that she would 

gladly enter into a competition with her, if the goddess accepts the 
challenge. So l'allas decides to test Arachne. I )isguised as a feeble old 
woman , she cleverly scolds Arachne both for disrespecting old age 
and fnr i rnpiety toward the goddess: 

Minerva disnuised hersel{as a lwH w1th hoary locks 

and hohhled alo11H with a stick to support her tolterinB frame 
She spoke at once to A raduw. ··Not all old a.qe s edect.s,' 
she said, "are to be despised; experieuce wmes with the years. 
So take a little advice from me: you should aim to he klwwn 

as the !Jest amous hnmankiud in the arts of workina with tile wool; 
but yield the palm to Mi11erva , am/ humbly crave her fo~qiveness 

for boa.stinB so rash!Y· The flOddess will surely {vrg1ve ifyou ask her.' 
Arachne laok.ed at her sulle11~' . 4

" 

ller taunts revea l Arachne's specific vulnerabilities; a young woman 
who has no mother, a.n unmarried woman in a world where child
hearing was a woman's most signi11cant obligation, and an artist from 
a small tmvn in tht• provincl~S. l'<dlas tells the defiant girl that she 
should know her place (as a woman), and give credit where it is 
due (for her skill as <tn artist); but Arachne sneers, "Co tdl that to 
your daughter-in-law, or your daughter, if you have nne.''~0 1\y her 
response to unsolicited advice, we note that Arachne holds herself 
angrily aloof from the nhl ig;Hillns of woman hood as well as frnrn 
the duty of honoring the gods. Now angered, l'aJl:ts reveals herself 
and accepts the girl's challenge. 

Onw the competition is underway, the two contestants arc repre
sented as equals. The narrator describes, at some length, the way that 
identical looms arc set up and furnished with materials idcntica.l 
in delicacy and coloration; and how, "with robes hitched up to the 
girdk, / they moved their experienced arms, the labour lightened by 
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pl.easu re." 5 1 1\ nd when he tells us in great detai I about the pictures 

they make, we lind that they are egual in mastery, though very 
dilfe rent in formal characteristics. 

Pallas Athena weaves the story of how she won a competition 
with Neptune and beGune the patroness of Athens, in a contest 
witnessed by all the other Olympian gods. As Ovid describes the tapes
try, it becomes clear that Pallas is a formalist whose imagery reflects 
the hierarchies of power among the deities. In the background, Jove, 
the tallest of the Olympian gods, stands in the middle of the group
ing, w·ith the other Olympians ranged to left and right. In the fore
ground stand the protagonists; Neptune on the left is hal anced by Pallas 
on the right:. He cleft-s a rock with his trident and seawater gushes 
forth; she strikes the ground with her spear and, in the very center 
of the picture, an olive tree springs up: the cause of her victory, mir
rored in the amazed express.ions on the faces of the gods. Jn each 
corner of the tapestry is a small depiction of mortals who had come 
to grief through transgression against the gods; the whole design is 
fra.m ed in olive branches. 

In contrast, Arachne's design is based o n an opposite aesthetic 
and an opposite point of view. Her forms swirl into and around each 
other, although each is cleanly shaped, and taken together, they convey 
a clear enough theme: the sexual transgressions of gods against mor
tals and against nne another. 

AraJme s picture present.ed Europa seduced hy Jove 
in the guise of a bull, the bull und the 3irl were corrvilln·rrB(Y real. 
The Hirl appeared t.o he lovki11[1 hack to the shore hehind her, 
calling out to her friends she was lcavinf:l . afraid of the surgin8 
waves which tlrrealencd to touch her and nervously lrjiinH her fed 
Asleni also was slwwll , ill the snjl of a St rllf:1Bli118 easlc; 
J.eda, meekly redinirrli under !he wing' a{ lire .\wan. 
And there was .Jove once again, but now itJ tire form of a satyr, 
taki11.q lovely A 11tr'ope, sowirr.q the seeds clj. her twi11s 

All the.\e scenes were wverr authentic sdlitlfiS. the per.\otiS 

their naturallikl'ness .. 52 
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Jove, Neptune, Apollo, Lhcchus, and Saturn are all depicted as deceiv
ing seducers of goddesses as well as mortal women. Arachne's imag
ery is meant as a conhdent chastisement of these male deities, yet 
the whole tapestry is boundaried by a garland of twined flowers and 
ivy, its energetically fierce movement framed by a reminder that this 
is only a work of art. 

Pallas looks at the splendid work of Arachne and flies into a rage. 
First she destroys the tapestry, then she hegins beating the artist 
with her shuttle. Arachne, "ton proud to endure it,"5

:
1 attempts suicide. 

But Pallas prevents Arachne's death. Instead - a worse outcome, we 
are sure, from the point of view of 1\ rach ne - she shrinks Arachne's 
head into a tiny ball and swells her abdomen, rimming it with legs. 
The skillful fingers disappear entirely, along with the teeming brain. 
The genius-endo·wed mortal artist is changed into an instinct-driven 
arachnid from which mortals instinctively withdraw with disgust. 

The goddess has proved that she is more powerful than Arachne. 
Hut she did not win the contest: "Not !'alias, not even the goddess 
of Envy herself could criticize weaving / like that."·'>4 It is irresist
ible to see in this stnry a defense of the mortal artist - imkcd, an 
artist such as Ovid himself, one whose kind of storytelling in Meta
morplwses is much closer to the artistry of Arachne than to that of 

Pallas Athene. Notably, several of the episodes depicted in Arachne's 
tapestry have been subjects in Ovid's epic up to that point, and that 
makes it possible to compare versions of the stories and to see that 
Arachne's highly artfu I depictions are expressions of an explicitly 
female outrage that is entirely absent in the same tales told earlier by 
the narrator of Metamorphows. 

Most remarkable of all is Ovid's representation of Pallas's reac
tion: she is unfair. In the contest, goddess and mortal are treated scru

pulously as ec.1uals; they are given the same materials and they use 
the same techniques. 1\ut once she has been bested, l'allas breaks this 
rule. Her rage at Arachne is impulsive and exorbitant, rather than 
merely punitive. It arises from wounded pride and is not at all digni 
lied. Whyl ls it because she, being female herself, recognizes the justice 
in Ar:Khne's outrage against the masculine gods, among whom Pallas 
stands as a kind of ambiguous exception? Is it because she, being 
motherless herself and knowing that Arachne is too, hoped to win 
Arachne over to accepting a daughter's position toward her? 
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Of course Arachne too is at fault. Arachne claims she has had 
no instruction, but this cannot be true, fi.) r she has grown up in a 
community of dyers who work in a most precious commodity; the 

extraction from murex shells of the purple dye used to signify social 
rank in Rome. This is a highly ~reciali zed craft, nfwhich her father is 
a practitioner. She cannot have grown up in this environment with
nut learning the required skills. And although Arachne's mother is 

dead, somebody began inducting Arachne into this female activity 
at an early age. This somebody had to he female, although Arachne 
does not acknmvledge her, or them. 

In what ways can this story he u nderstond as an outlet in Ovid's 
work - possibly, probably, an unconscious outlet-for his relation
ship with his mother? No one will ever know anything at all about 
Ovid's relationship to his mother, but the presence in his poems of 
principal characters who are motherless suggests an interest in the 
roles that mothers - present or absent - play in shaping peoples' 
lives. We might also observe closely the way Ovid treats a complex 
of representations in his art:. That complex includes, first, powerful 
female ligures who act in a range of contradictory, even fickle , but 
realistic ways; second, major stories in which the social world is 
almost entirely female; and third, the presence of reali stic fe male 
artists in Ovid's wo rk. Aside from the Muses, all of the female artists 
in Metamorphosl's are \Veavers, and in all of the stories that signi !lcantl.y 
figure weaving, the weavers are competitive storytellers: the daugh
ters of Minyas, as we have seen; the story of Arachne, as we have 
seen. There is one other important example that: ""'e have not yet seen. 
This is the most brutally violent tale in all of Metamorphose.\, the story 
ofTereus, Procnt:>, and Philomeb. 

King ' I ereus of Th race is the husband of l'rocne, who is the daugh 
ter ofPandion, the King of Athens. Procne bore Tereus a son, ltys. But 
on a visit to the court of l'andion, five years after his marriage to 
Procne, ·rereus conceives a mighty lust for Pandion's younger daugh
te r, Philomela. lie takes her hack to Thrace \Vith him, ostensibly on 
a visit: to her beloved sister; but when an occasion presents itself, he 
savagely rapes l'h ilomela. She curses his treachery with all her might; 
to stop her voice Tereus cuts off her tongue, then rapes her again 
and again. lie abandons her in a little hut, securely guarded, then 
returns to Procne with a sad story about ho"v Philomela had died on 
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the trip to Th race. 1Vleanwh i le, l'h i In mel a sets up a loom that is at hand 
in the house where she is held captive, and in purple thread weaves 
into the white warp a depiction nflereus's crime. One commentator 

notes that the Ovid manuscripts contain the word "Carmen." meaning 
"song," for the textile J>l1ilomela wove. He then adds, "but Philome

la's work was weaving, not poetry," 55 and so editors substituted the 
word twta.i, which in most translations is rendered as "signs." l~ut, as 

we recall, "carmen perpetrwm'' is Ovid's term for Metamorphoses, the epic 
he is ··w·eavi ng," and the use of that term in the story of l'h i lomela 
is almost certainly me;mt to chime in the reader's mind, signify
ing that a song can be considered a kind of writing, and thus can be 
woven as well as sung. 

Philomela rolls and ties the tapestry and gives it to her nne 
attendant, an old woman, with instructions to present it to gueen 
l'rocne. The old woman arouses no suspicion when she carries the 
tapestry past Philomela's guards, or when she puts it directly into 
l'rocne's hands: how can an ol.d woman be dangerous? l'rncne reads 
the tapestry and immediately understands it. Enraged and bent 
nn punishing "lereu'>, she conceals her intentions in order to first 
rescue Philomela, which she does, under the cover of participating iJ1 
a lhcchic ritual. J>rocne brings her sister back to the horne she shares 

with Tereus. Then, in a frenzy, Procne casts about for a cruel form 
of revenge. When little ltys enters her chamber seeking to embrace 
her, she makes up her mind what to do. With Philomela's assistance, 
Procne murders her son, cuts him into pieces, and cooks him. After 
'!Crew; eats the stew, the sisters revt~al their crin1e, and Tcn~us under
takes a violent reaction against them. l~ut Ovid's narrator does not 
permit consummation of another cycle of vengeance. He calm.ly inter
rupts the action with three metamorphoses. The attacking ·1 ere us 
becomes a hoopoe, t.hc fleeing Procne becomes the swallow who nests 
in rhe eves of houses, and Philomela becomes the nightingale who 
conceals lwrsdr in the d<Lrkncss of tlw wood and sings only a.t night. 

In Metamorplwses, then, weaving is sometimes used as a metaphor 
for song-making or storytelling; and it is the •.vay that female charac
ters assume the identity of artists of whom Pallas Athena is the patron
ess. She does not appear in the. tale oClereus, Procne, and Pbilomeb, 
it is true; hut she resides in the culture of the readers Ovid was address
ing and also in t.he body of a.rt that Ovid was producing at the time, 
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where the metaphor of weaving is the vehicle by which he identifies 
the female artist. 

l~ut the narrator in Metamorphoses also has an overtly unusual rela

tionship to the Minerva he has created as a character in his epic. When
ever Minerva appears in Metamorphoses , she is much more interesting 
than is necessary to the role she plays. She is large, majestic, beau
tiful, willful, and she has a penchant for inflicting unfair punish 
ment - like all of the gods. Unlike the other gods in Metamorphoses , 
though, she al.sn behaves mysteriously at times. We cannot answer 
the questions her actions instigate in Books V and VI: Why does she 
stand silent and nonparticipating at a wedding where her brother 
enacts a savage slaughter? Why does she flee that place so deliberately 
to "investigate the fountain of llelicnn? What emotions trigger her 
decision to seat herself under a tree, attentive to the Muses' stories of 
motherly love and sisterly collaboration against scheming men? Later, 
why does she pick a fight: with Arachne, over whom she has a.n unfair 
advantage, and lose her temper when she can not \Vi n the contest 

she insists on? The poem does not answer such questions, but their 
tantalizing existence leave us with a feeling for the enigma Pallas 
represents to the narrator, an enigma like that felt by the grown-up 
child remembering a wnrnan adored, admired, and feared. I venture 
to guess that the goddess embodies Ovid's relationship to his first 
teacher, who, while working at her loom, set him on the path of the 
kind of storytelling so brilliantly on display in Mclanwrphoses , the craft 
of thumbing the turning threads into nne endless strand. 

NOTES 

J. 1Jetajls about the birthing process in this invented scene are drawn from 
th e writings of "Sora nus of Ephesus," a medical practitioner born in the 
second half of the tirst century CE and pra.cticing medicine in Rome at 
the time that Trajan (C:E 91:! 117) and H;ulrian (CE 117 131:!) were emperors. 
We ran extrapolate from Soranus's writings that midwifery was highly 
valued at tht· time, and its best practitioners were reganled ;u; profession 
als. Ovid had been dead for a century when Sor<Lnus product~d (;)'IIU~wloliY. 

But Soranus's advi<"t~ about rhoosing a midwik, his instructions n:gard 
ing the safe Jeliwry of a baby. and his discussion or postnat<d can: of 
baby and mother are evidently based on close obs~~rvation and careful 
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conside ration of alternative m ethods. So while it is not possible to dis
cnvc r the exact practices th at p revailed in Ovid's ho rne o n the night of 
his birth , it is possibl e to m ake some ed ucated guesses. Soranus, 5;ora11us 
c:;'II(/I'CtJIOfi}· t rans. and ed. Owsc i Temkin (lhltirnore: Jo hns ll npkins Uni 
versity Press, 1991), fi9 - 114. 

2. In Tri.1tra, Ovid writes , "/.tlci/;,, umhorum rwta/ihu.s ajji1it idt!m," which is tran .~ l atcd 

in the Loe b C lass ical Libra ry edition as "the same day-star be he ld th e 
hi rth cl us both " (4 . 10.11). Ovid, Tri.1t1a . b Ponto, trans. A. L. Whee le r, ed. C. 
P. Coold ( Loeb C lass ica ll.ibra ry, 1924). 

3. Denis Fee ney notes that at the opening of Metamt>rplwse.l, Ovid uses the phrase 
"camwn pt!rpetuum" to desc ribe the ge nre of his poem: not cpk, but "a 
pnem that has bee n drawn o ut th e way a thread is draw n o ut in spi n
ning." Ov id is sit uati ng hi s poe m in an ongoing discussion of what co n
stit utes m ode rn it) ' in the poetry of his day. De nis 1.-ec ney, " Int rod uction," 
in O vid, MelimJorplw.le.l, trans. Dav id lt:tehu rn (New York: Pe ng uin Bonks, 
2004), xxiii xxiv. 

4. Ma ry ll.a rl mv a nd Ray Laurence asse rt that "many upper-c lass girl s were 
edu ca ted in lite ratu re and philosophy as we ll as more traditiona l ski ll s 
suc h as weavi ng and managing a ho use ho ld , hut," they ack nowledge, 

"the re is ve ry little direct ev ide nce fo r this ." Mary llarlow and Ray L~u 
re ncc, l.rowin,q Up allif Crvwillfj Old in A ndenr Rome ( Lo ndon: Routl edge, 2002), 
52. They c ite L.A. ll c rn c: lrijk . Matrvrw Doc/a (Lo nd o n: Routledge, 1999). 

5. II. I. rvtarrnu nntes th at the fundame ntal aim of the Roman education 
was to inc ul cate "respect for th e old custom s - the mo.\ maiorum - a nd tn 
o pe n the eyes of th e youn g to these. to get them to respect them unques
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