12. MICHAEL VON ALBRECHT

OVIDIAN SCHOLARSHIP: SOME TRENDS AND PERSPECTIVES

“It is harder to work to interpret interpretations than to interpret
things.” This dictum of Michel de Montaigne has not been belied ever since the
sixteenth century; in our days, Umberto Eco wrote a novel on the problem of
various interpretations (Foucault’s Pendulum). 1f—according to Augustine—
our world is a world of signs, there is small choice; we have to interpret them
or resign. Interpretation, then, is part of the human condition.

I do not wish to give an exhaustive report on Ovidian' scholarship:
instead of talking of books we all use every day I would like to confine this
paper to a very small number of recent studies on the Metamorphoses—most
of them German—which are probably less well known. They illustrate,
however, the merits and limits of a number of approaches to Ovidian texts and
to Roman poetry in general. I will proceed from more general subjects to
more specific ones: from history, Zeitstil, structure, and poetology, viewed
either within the text or on a comparative scale, to metrics, grammar, and
rhetoric.

As for political Augustanism, it requires either a very long or a very
short discussion. The fact that Brooks Otis spent many years on reworking this
subject several times—each time with a completely different result—is rather
discouraging, and this impression does not seem to have been substantially
changed by a more recent attempt of a Swedish scholar to find traces of a
critical attitude of Ovid towards Augustus throughout the Metamorphoses.1
Words are ambiguous, and under a more or less authoritarian regime
ambiguity itself is part of the pleasure for the readers. Ronald Syme—a
master of ambiguity himself—speaks of Ovid’s “malicious frivolity or even
muted defiance.”2 1 would not ventureto go further than that. Everything
would be spoiled if we tried to change the skilful balance of words and ideas
created by the poet into an unequivocal political utterance. Should we really
condemn the poet to the role of a suspected person and ourselves to the role of

inquisitive policemen? Elaine Fantham rightly said that for Ovid—who was
not a modern democrat—Augustan themes were “a challenge to his

1 S. Lundstrém, Ovids Metamorphosen und die Politik des Kaisers (Uppsala 1980).
2 R. Syme, History in Ovid (Oxford 1978) 190.
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professional versatility, not a threat to his private integrity,”3 and Hartmut
Froesch has perceptively concluded that—given the persistence of literary
genres—Ilabels such as propaganda, résistance, protest or opposition are
inappropriate.4

. A literary text is not necessarily a personal confession. “The poet, he
nothing affirmeth” Philip Sidney said in the sixteenth century. In our days iser
?vent still further saying that a literary text cannot refer to realities
immediately, only to patterns of reality,5 an idea either too little known or too
well known among historians of literature. Whenever they have to say
something about an author’s life they scrutinize the texts for facts and often
finally find they have almost nothing to say.

Nonetheless it would be wrong to give up all hope to find the historical
trut.h. It is still a fascinating task to reconstruct at least the patterns of reality
which meant something to our authors and readers. And we ought to relate
those patterns to all that we know from other sources about our author’s times
Let us not dismiss Ronald Syme’s book on History in Ovid as “more histor);
tha.n Ovid” (Sir Ronald’s own words) but be grateful to him for competent
guidance concerning such important subjects as patronage of letters, poetry and
goverr{ment, legislation and morals and, last but not least, Ovid’s friends
Sometimes we tend to forget that Roman authors did not write for some:
anonymous public but for real people they knew.

' T?le limits of Ovid’s works as a historical source have been traced
impressively by A. Podossinov who showed how much in them is due not to
observation but to literary clichés.6 Thus history itself compels us not to
neglect a strictly literary interpretation. In order to understand writers and
books, art and artists within their epochs we have to find out what is traditional
and what is new about their works. In a recent Freiburg dissertation Martin
Glatt affirmed that the Roman elegists construct a world of their own quite
aloof from the Augustan state.” If, according to Adorno, artists by creating
works of art show a sort of “negative capability,” it might be tempting to use

3 . E.Fantham, in Ovid’ .
51983) 185-216.a:;i). g%f’al Comedy in Ovid's Fasti: Sources and Motivation,” HSCP 87

H. F h, Di : ;
1984) 5. roesch, Dichter und Staatsmacht. Vergil, Horaz, Ovid und Augustus (Frankfurt

5 W. Iser, Der Akt des Lesens (Miinchen 1976) 118,

6 A P(xj H [ . . . .
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Glatt’s view of the Roman elegists as an example. This approach helps to
discover the innovative aspects of elegy. However, the elegiac poets would not
be able to communicate with their reading public if they did not use traditional
this conventional aspect can be grasped better by the reception
theory of Jauss. Either theory is incomplete: negativity alone can hardly
explain communication, whereas a receptionist view alone can hardly explain
what is beyond convention in art, though as a foil it helps to evidence indirectly
what is new in a text. And even in our elegiac poets negativity itself is not

Tibullus frankly admits that he cannot escape the necessity of doing
whereas Propertius initially is more

love and love poetry. The sincerity of

language:

perfect:
military service and earning money,
consistent but later on abandons elegiac
his conversion to Augustanism is disputed. In my opinion, it is hard to assess
his sincerity since we do not have external evidence such as private letters. As
for Ovid, he might be a good candidate for Adomo, but is he not all too
communicative? Almost everyone agrees that he was not serious about
anything except poetry. 1 would warn against even such an exclusive
statement. Ovid as a person is elusive; we can study only his poetic persona in
the context of each of his works. 1tis a truism that he cared for poetry, but it
would be foolhardy to deny that he might have cared for love which is an all-
pervading theme in his oeuvre.
More promising are attempts to define Ovid’s Augustanism in terms of

“style of the époch” (Zeitstil). Karl Galinsky has compared the elusive
structure of the Metamorphoses to the structure of mural paintings of the same
period.9 The methodical advantages are evident: art is compared to art and
structural principles to structural principles. Being based on commensurable
facts the result is convincing. Both the mural painting in question and the
Metamorphoses exhibit an unreal and phantastic architecture as far away from
the Aeneid as is Arachne’s Hellenistic tapestry from Minerva’s augusia
gravitas. This is in tune with the fact that Ovid in the Metamorphoses follows
the Hellenistic mainstream of the historical development of literature, whereas
in other poets—some of them perhaps more strictly “Augustan” than Ovid—
there is a reaction which creates a new form of classicism; yet it is equally true
that the “classical” aspects of Ovid’s works have often been underrated.

s see B. Otis, Ovid as an Epic Poet, 2nd ed.

8 For love as a theme in the Metamorphose
¢: The Metamorphosis of

(Cambridge 1970) passim and E. Fantham, “Ovid’s Ceyx and Alcyon
a Myth,” Phoenix 33 (1979) 330-345, esp. 330.

9 K. Galinsky, Ovid's Metamorphoses. An Intro
1975) 83 £.; for his stylistic closencss to Augustan standa
Latin Poet?” ICS 14 (1989) 69-89.
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of the Metamorphoses into twelve major parts (“Grossteile™) or Brooks Otis’
panel structure. Doubtless there is some merit to their observations. I think
the structure of Books 1 and 2 as well as the following Cadmus section has
been firmly established; it is also evident that the Orpheus section has been
planned very carefully. On the other hand, there are some strange lacunae in
Ovidian scholarship: for all the care lavished on sections and major parts, the
real division of the work into fifteen books has been amazingly neglected,
though Ovid himself explicitly drew his readers’ attention to the fact that there
are ter quinque uolumina (Trist. 3.14.19). Studies of single books of the
Metamorphoses have been rare. There are old contributions by students of the
great Latinists Friedrich Leo and Eduard Norden,!2 but Richard Heinze—
unsurpassed Vergilianist and slightly less felicitous Ovidianist—gave a
different direction to Ovidian studies.13  Strangely enough, but not
surprisingly, Bémer’s monumental commentary is particularly unhelpful in
this regard.

In recent years, scholars have become increasingly aware of the
importance of single books: Stephen Hinds has written an inspiring study on a
considerable part of Book 5 and—in a forthcoming Heidelberg dissertation—
Alexandra Bartenbach examines Books 5, 10 and 15. She wanted to consider

" each of these books by itself and did not presume to establish strict parallels
between them. I think nobody would expect to find in the Metamorphoses
symmetries comparable to those evident in the Aeneid. With these important
reservations we may mention some similarities of form and content, which are
peculiar to these three books, and even some parallels as to the transgression of
boundaries of books. Each of them contains an unusually long section spoken
by a single person, a professional speaker: the narrative of the Muse in Book
5, the song of Orpheus in Book 10, and the speech of Pythagoras in Book 15.
First the goddess speaks, then her inspired son, the poet, finally the
philosopher. Each of these books is followed by an epilogue which is on an

12 H. Peters, Symbola ad Ovidii artem epicam cognoscendam, Diss. Gottingen 1908
(student of F. Leo); A. Rohde, De Ovidi arte epica capita duo, Diss. Berlin 1929 (student of E.
Norden). Both books were reprinted together with G. Lafaye, Les Métamorphoses d’'Ovide et
leurs modéles grecs (Paris 1904 and Hildesheim 1971); a good interpretation is H.B.
Guthmiiller’s Beobachtungen zum Aufbau der Metamorphosen Ovids (Diss. Marburg 1964
supervised by C. Becker.)

13 The influence of his ideas on epic and elegiac narrative (Ovids elegische Erzdhlung,
Leipzig 1919) is still considerable: see the books of S. Hinds and P.E. Knox listed in the
bibliography. The fact that Ovid thinks less of separating the genres than of enriching them
from one another had been seen as early as 1924 by Wilhelm Kroll in his admirabie Studien 2ur
rémischen Literatur (Stuttgart 1924) 202-224 (“Die Kreuzung der Gattungen”) esp. 215f.
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structure of single books and perhaps to a better understanding of the work as
a whole. In this area almost everything still has to be done. It may be that this
desideratum applies also to some other Latin epic poets. .

In this context I would like to mention studies concerning Nachleben; not
only are they a help for the understanding of modem texts but also an
additional tool for the interpretation of classical texts. Aside from literary
reception aesthetics, an interesting and still almost unexplored field is a certain
type of Renaissance and Baroque illustrations for the Metamorphoses. They
represent, in a single picture, the contents of entire books, thus, in different
ways, projecting time into space. In a forthcoming article 1 hope to show the
relevance of this type of illustration to our understanding of Ovidian book
structure. It is telling that after the middle of the eighteenth century this type
was abandoned. In his influential translation, Johann Heinrich Voss cut the
Metamorphoses into single epyllia. Rationalistic and romantic readers
concentrated on single stories, so did the illustrators, and so, as a result, did
many scholars.

Let me give another example of how we can usefully apply interpretive
methods from other areas of art and literature. There is a new way of
evidencing metrical facts which I learned from Russian symbolism. In a
Heidelberg dissertation, Gabriele Mohler found a useful way of making visible
an aspect of the metrical infrastructure—or, if-you prefer, the beautiful
surface—of dactylic texts: the Mohler graphs. In classics this is a completely
new use of a method invented by a Russian symbolist poet, Andrey Byely, who
as early as 1913 in his book on Symbolism found a graphic means of exactly
representing and comparing the use of a certain metre by several Russian
poets. Some years ago, I had tried to apply this method to a classical text (in

an article on an epistle of Horace). The advantage of the graphs is that the
metrical facts are not isolated (as happens in both impressionistic interpretation
and abstract statistics), but visualized in their continuous flow as they reach the
ear. Thus, for the first time in classical metrics, it becomes easy to observe the
musical infrastructure of a text in its entirety. By paying close attention to the
succession of such forms we are able to continue and develop some lines of
research opened up by the important studies of G.E. Duckworth. In her
graphs, Gabriele Mohler draws lines from one spondee to the next one. The
resulting figures are different for each poet and characteristic of each of them.
The Mohler graphs, first, can serve as a tool for authenticity criticism (she
proved that the llias Latina cannot be by Silius Italicus). Secondly, the graphs
can serve as a means of interpretation. Unfortunately, Gabriele Mohler, who
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f:r:centrated on the mathfematical and statistical side—and through rzindom
) sts proved that the‘ resulting figures are not the product of mere chance—has
o.t w.orked out the interpretative aspect. 1 will try to take some first steps i
this direction.17 e
witho Itn my opinion, th(? Mohler graphs enable us to grasp the text as a process
an u any. premature “logocentrism.” One rhythm follows another without
uny seTantlc reference: a marvellous dance, a real deconstructionist theater
p spoiled .by. words and meanings. The bad message to a good
alc:,fl:)ns‘tructlomst how.ever, is that even so you do not get rid of the individual
o t(l)lr. e:ch rhythr'mc pattern, like a fingerprint, is typical of a single poet.
o te other hand, if you do not suffer from logophobia but from philologia
e ry to watch your human rights, you may feel tempted to search for
mldye:}ggen;e:s}1 between logos and rhythm, text and meaning. Let us start from
all the occurrences of i isti i
st . of some especially characteristic metrical patterns
| detemﬁ:s etxhtrerfnely :igh percentage of dactyls in Ovid’s hexameters
e fact that the continuity of the i i
( : i graph is relatively often
::t;r;unféed_ byhpurelﬁ dactylic verses. This type dddd, which is rather fyrequent
1, is shunned by most of the Latin poets. It gi idi
on : . It gives to Ovidian texts thei
s;;())eflf?s t:uch of lightness and fast movement. In the Orpheus story (Meltr
.1ff.) the type dddd occurs for the first time in li i :
2, showing the swif
walk of the god Hymenaeus thro i c noxi . s’
ugh the air. The next instance is Orpheus’
travel to- Persephone through the host of bodiless souls. .
s ak'nghlémzss and swiftness, however, do not imply lack of meaning: when
d;;i y llr}g o th.e god of }ove and his power, Orpheus uses a sequence of two
- “mc?s “./hlch at a distance of one line is followed by a third one (26-29).
= :2 y: in line 61 the theme of love is expressed in a dddd line as is Orpheus’
mese“;- in 7?. It seems ?vorth mentioning that the important theme of love in
o ines is ac_compamed not by pathetic spondees,!8 but by light dactyls.
N ld uses this kind of parlando (dddd) for his own and Orpheus’ comments, as
I oe.s for a transitional line (such as 64). Hence, in the use of dddd’ in
ematic contexts there is some understatement typical of Ovid.

17

byan m} ax};r;iz\z?r: ‘}(l):rt:;fa_ct a}hat the study of dactyls and spondees ought to be complemented
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The opposite type, a ponderous sequence of four sporPdecs (ss55), is
‘rather rare in Ovid. Its use is purposeful. In line 5 it heavily s,trcssesf the
important fact that there was no joy and no good omen at Orpl'leus marriage.
In line 12 the four spondees dwell on Orpheus’ plaint for El-lrydlcc. .

It is especially interesting to note that a type whicfh is only slightly less
heavy (dsss) has a special function in the Orpheus narratlve‘ of book 10. In the
first ten lines it occurs no less than three times as an intentionally rr.lonotonous
and weighty ending of sentence and paragraph (in line 5 vs{e get 5555 131 the ‘same
function). The rhythmical pattern dsss will come back in the t.>ard s fr.ultles_s
call in lines 11 and 41. In 10.3 Orpheus invites Hymenaeus in vain in this
rhythm, and in line 7 the torch is shaken unsuccessfully and does not come to a
burn. In line 10 the same rhythm accompanies Eurydice’s death. Th‘c analogy'
between the foreboding and the fulfillment is stressed by the obses§1vc .use (?f
the same rthythm. In the following segment, the type dsss kceps.thls leitmotif
character: in Orpheus’ speech we get three continuous dss.s lines when he
speaks of Eurydice’s death. Thus lines 22-24 look back to line lp. Equally,
when Ovid speaks of Orpheus’ successful singing (line 40) 'thcrc’ is an almost
ironic rhythmic parallel to line 3 when Orpheus had sung in v.aln. The next
time the dsss pattern comes back at Eurydice’s appcarance. (line 49). 'Here
Ovid explains the precise meaning of the rhythmical leitmotif by. spcakm.g of
her slow pace caused by the wound. The last instance of dsss I.S espef:lally
telling: we get two lines of this type (58-59), when Orpheus vaml'y tr}cs to
embrace Eurydice. Some critics have felt that the name ?f Euryd|c.e is not

used frequently enough by Orpheus in this text. Our rhymrplcal analys1§ shows
that the Eurydice motif, though sparingly used in the text, is clearly articulated

id in the rhythmical accompaniment.

» 0‘”;\inother fe);ture which can be easily detected in graph is the fact that
Ovid prefers to begin his lines with a dactyl. At the momcr?t, l,lowevcr, when
Orpheus through his song changes the laws of the world (Ixion’s whecl‘ stops,
Sisyphus sits on his rock, and the Eumenides weep) we get three co.ntmuous
lines beginning with spondees (41-43), followed by another one two lines later
(45). So the reversal of laws is mirrored in a reversal of rhythm. -

These examples may suffice to show that it is not true tha.n the Ovnqlan
hexameter is stereotyped and mechanical. The Mohler graphs give a prafct.lcal
guide how to overcome both—interpretative impressionism and sfatlst.lcal
boredom—by means of a consequent “structuralizati(?n” of rrlctncs, |.e..,
regarding each line in its specific context as part of a metrical co.ntl.nuum. This
continuum follows musical and rhythmical laws of its own. It is important to
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note that metrics or rhythmics most frequently do not give a strictly
onomatopoetic or symbolical image of the text. More appropriate is the notion
of “accompaniment.” As in a piece of vocal music, the accompaniment usually
does not imitate the text slavishly but accompanies it following its own laws.
Yet there are convergences, and the Méhler graphs make it easier to grasp and
exploit them for a more precise understanding of the poet’s intentions. For the
first time, the Mohler graphs convey a palpable picture of the rhythmical flow
of a text. This may facilitate a more adequate recognition that texts are not
spatial phenomena but processes in time: they make visible the speed, elegance,
and fluency of Ovid’s verse.

Finally, some short remarks on two of my favorite concerns: the
relevance of syntax and rhetoric to literary studies.

In 1959, when there was no talk yet of the “implied reader,” I tried to
capture an aspect of the relationship between author and reader by doing some
stylistic research. I studied the literary function of parenthesis in Ovidl9 in
order to understand better how the poet guides his reader’s attention by
remarks which psychologically prepare him for unexpected events or
ironically turn the reader into the author’s accomplice by having him share his
disbelief in silly old stories. Moreover, a parenthesis might retrospectively
comment on some strange aspect of a story, e.g., on Orpheus’ motives for not
touching women any more (seu quod male cesserat illi, siue fidem dederat,
Met. 10.80f.) or on the fires caused by Phaethon: the fires gave light by night,
and so, Ovid concludes edifyingly, “there was some good to that evil” (Me:.
2.332). These comments deflate pathos and make the reader keep his distance
from the events. Explicit authorial comments may provide an interpretation, if
not always without irony: despite the moralizing warnings he pronounces
before the Byblis and the Myrrha story, Ovid does not expect young girls to
follow his advice and stop reading. It is worthwhile studying the syntactic
form of such authorial comments and their position within a sentence or the
narrative. Placed at the beginning, they point out the leading passion of the
story or arouse expectations; in the middle of the action, they often serve to
protract suspense; and when placed at the end, they unmask pathos and create a
certain distance. Parenthesis is a typically Ovidian transgression of boundaries:

a phenomenon on the borderline between syntax of sentences and syntax of
texts.

19

1963) Die Parenthese in Ovids Metamorphosen und ihre dichterische Funktion (Hildesheim
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A more direct means of guiding the reader’s attention is ﬂ.\e cc?ns.cml:
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hermeneutic insight (which would have been a real step forward). In late
antiquity, at a historical turning point, Augustine, in his De doctrina
Christiana, had converted what had been mainly an art of writing (rhetoric)
into an art of reading (hermeneutics) based on a general doctrine of signs (De
magistro). Fortunately, in our days, the rediscovery of rhetoric has created
among classicists a new awareness of how Latin texts were made. It has
considerably furthered literary interpretation, especially through the refined
study of generic composition.

To show the interaction of narrative, epic genre, and rhetoric let me
dwell for a moment on a literary device: the epic simile.24 In Ovid, the
treatment of antithesis in the epic simile—just think of “fear and hope” (Mer .
1.539)—is strongly influenced by rhetoric as is the very use of the simile. It
guides the reader's attention in different ways according to its position in the
narrative: (1) At the beginning of the narrative it underlines what will be the
leading passion in the story: Apollo’s falling in love with Daphne is illustrated
by a fire simile (Mer. 1.492ff.). (2) Before the turning point of a story a
simile helps to enhance the reader’s suspense: Apollo pursues Daphne like a
hunting dog. The graphic picture of the persecution puts off the decisive event
and creates suspense (1.533ff.). (3) A third place where similes are frequently
found is the explanation of the final metamorphosis: thus, in the Pyramus
story of the image of a jet springing forth from a small hole in a water tube
helps to explain why the fruits on a high tree get the color of Pyramus’ blood
(4.122ff.). Consequently, some functions of the simile appeal to the reader’s
cognitive faculties (marking important points of the narrative and helping to
grasp the principal emotion of the story) or they are pseudointellectual:
making the reader believe the absurd metamorphosis. Other functions are
emotional—such as prorogating suspense in the middle of the narrative—or
anti-emotional: dissolving pathos through irony, creating some distance at the
end of the story. On a larger scale, then, the Ovidian simile fulfills
interpretative functions comparable to those of parenthesis. To Ovid, it is an
intellectually and emotionally stimulating component of epic narrative which

establishes contacts between author and reader: despite its epic origin, it
obtains rhetorical power. '

thought: grammar and rhetoric have a liberating effect (and justly were the basis for the artes
liberales); therefore learning Latin ought to be a human right.

“Zur Funktion der Gleichnisse in Ovids Metamorphosen,” in: Studien zum antiken
Epos, Festschrift F. Dirlmeier and V. Péschl (Meisenheim 1976) 280-290.
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Another crossroads of poetic and rhetorical traditions is allegory.
Ovid’s frequent use of it shows that he does not want us t0 take his texts at face
value. While he consciously plays on allegory, he turns it from a hermeneutic
technique into a poetic one, from a method of reception into one of creation.
By so doing, he prepares of the more systematic exploitation of this kind of
rhetorical invention in late antiquity. The illustrative richness of brilliant
descriptions such as the House of Fama (Met. 12.39ff.) or the House of Sleep
(Met. 11.591ff.) prove that rhetoric did not impair his poetic genius but
liberated it. In such cases he expects his readers to undo mentally the
surrealistic mixtum compositum he presents to them and to enjoy acute reading
as he had enjoyed acute writing. '

By a careful analysis of style and literary technique we can hope to grasp
the interaction between author and reader; in this I agree with Iser. It is true
that classical scholars had done this kind of research long before Iser gave it
theoretic formulation, but they will go on doing it now with fuller awareness
of what they do and they will now be able to tell why careful analysis of the
original and special attention an author pays to details of style and literary
technique is essential to the understanding of texts.

Interpretive research on given texts is a rich and very complex field. It
has to take into account text syntax, thetoric, and generic composition. It
might also be furthered by modern studies on the structure of narrative,2
fairy tale26 and myth, if we use those methods to understand our texts and not
just use the texts to illustrate our methods. Yet there are still more elementary
needs: there is for instance no comprehensive modern work on Ovid and
Callimachus and none on Ovid and Homer. Both these subjects despite their
seemingly modest starting point would answer important questions: they
would shed light on important types of texts such as dialogue with.the Muse,
hymn, prayer, battle scene, assembly of gods, and others.

It might be appropriate to insert here a short excursus on teaching. I am
glad that Fred Ahl alluded to reading Latin aloud and acting, which are good
Texan traditions; 1 gratefully attended Gareth Morgan’s noon readings of
major Greek and Latin authors in the original. I liked G.B. Conte’s idea of
“dismantling” an ancient text and then composing it anew. It might be an
enjoyable exercise for students to apply the structures and methods of a

25 Cf. my article “Le figlie di Anio” in: Atti del Convegno internazionale “'Letterature
classiche e narratologia,” (Brindisi) 105-115.

26 This problem was wreated by the Russian classicist N. Vulikh and is the subject of a
forthcoming Heidelberg dissertation by C. Endlich; cf. also Rom: Spiegel Europas 166 f.
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