50

UNIT § PYRAMUS AND THISBE/
BOOK 1V AND
PHILOMELA/ BOOK VI

Structure
5.0 Objectives
5.1 Introduction

5.2 Pyramus and Thisbe /Book IV
52.1 Pyramus and Thisbe
522 Leucotheo and Clytie

523 Salamacis and Hermaphroditus
5.3 Pyramus and Thisbe/ Book IV: An Analysis

5.4  Philomela/ Book VI
5.4.1 Philomela/ Book VI (Lines 412-485)
5.4.2 Philomela/ Book VI (Lines 486-570)
5.4.3 Philomela/ Book VI (Lines 571-619)

5.4.4 Philomela/ Book VI (Lines 620-674)
5.5 Philomela/ Book VI: An Analysis
5.6 Let Us Sum Up
5.7  Questions
5.8  Glossary
5.9 Suggested Readings and References

5.0 OBJECTIVES

In this unit we will look at Book IV/ Pyramus and Thisbe; and Book VI/
Philomela of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. We will summarise the two books with
their many stories and analyse the two books as part of our study material.
Kindly note you are expected to read the texts in translation. If you read the
entire Metamorphoses there is nothing like it but if not, please read Books
111, IV & VI. Needless to say not reading the text will hamper your understanding
of the epic and you will not be able to comprehend the many little tales that
are contained in each book.

5.1 INTRODUCTION

The Metamorphoses, if you really look at closely is about 250 stories held
together loosely narrated sometimes by one voice — the fictionalised Ovid and
sometimes by other narrators. As we go through the fifteen books of the epic
we realise that the stories are usually about transformations/ metamorphosis. In
some cases the transformation is very apparent and easy for us to see, in other
cases the transformations may not be literal but are more oblique and subtle
hence, we stress the need for actually reading the texts. In Book 11l /Bacchus
that we studied in the previous Unit, we are told of Diana and her nymphs
bathing and how Actaeon stumbles onto them and is punished by Diana who
turns him into a stag. Actaeon is really turned into a stag that his own hunting
dogs hunt and kill. Here the transformation is literal. Sometimes the transformation/
metamorphosis is used to highlight some unique quality about the person who
is being transformed. Sometimes the transformation/ the suggestion of the
transformation is such that it is very subtle. Can you guess which transformation
would be a subtle one? Well, look at the transformation of Pentheus, it is not



that he is actually changed into a boar like Acateon was changed into a stag.
Pentheus 1s hunted down and literally torn to shreds by his mother and his
aunts not because he has been changed into a boar but because they perceive
him as one. It seems as if the frenzy with which they were worshipping Bacchus
has transformed their minds and their sight more than it has transformed Pentheus
physically. There is almost a suggestion that transformations of the mind and
mindsets are much more dangerous than physical changes. Even though Pentheus
does not change physically he is perceived as a big, wild boar and torn to
shreds literally. Remember that quote:

Here, as Pentheus profanely spied on the sacred rituals,

Who saw him first? Who rushed on him first in maniacal frenzy?

And who first launched her thyrsus to savage her own dear son?

His mother Agave. ‘watch me, sisters,” she shouted, ‘both of you!

Look at this huge wild boar there wandering over our meadow.
(Book IIl/ Bacchus, p. 126-7, lines 710 -14)

We shall begin the next section by placing Book IV in the larger scheme of
things and then we shall summarise it and analyse Book IV before we move
on to Book VI.

5.2 PYRAMUS AND THISBE/ BOOK 1V

In Bacchus/ Book III, once Pentheus dies, Thebes becomes the stronghold
of the followers of Bacchus. The only ones not worshippers of Bacchus are
the daughters of Minyas who stick to the traditional practices associated with
the worship of the Goddess Minerva. They are engaged in spinning and weaving
and in order to entertain themselves as they go about their chores they tell
each other tales of love but always involving some kind of transformation. So
essentially Book IV and in particular the story of Pyramus and Thisbe is a
love story that entails a transformation.

One of the daughters, while deftly spinning, advanced a suggestion:

‘While others are idle and fondly observing their so-called festival,

we are detained by Minerva, who better deserves our attention.

But why don't we also relieve the toil of our hands by telling

stories of different kinds and take it in turns to speak,

while the rest of us quietly listen? The time will go by more quickly.’
(Book 1V/ The Daughters of Minyas, pp. 132-33, lines 36-41)

5.2.1 Pyramus and Thisbe

It is then that Arsippe, one of the daughters of Minyas decides on narrating
the story of Pyramus and Thisbe as she feels that this story is relatively unheard
of. Pyramus and Thisbe are neighbors in Babylon, Pyramus is described as
“... a youth of exceptional beauty”, and ... Thisbe, by far the loveliest
maiden in all the East”. Their homes are separated by a large, brick wall.
Their physical proximity to each other and the fact that they are childhood friends
makes them familiar with each other and they are soon in love with each other.
Like any young couple in love, they make promises to each other to spend
their life together. They want to marry each other but their parents are against
it. They are young and passionate and smitten with each other but because
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their fathers do not agree they cannot meet or marry each other. So they suppress
their feelings and emotions and the only place that they interact in whatever
limited capacity is through the chink in the wall.

Neighbourhood made for acquaintance and planted the seeds of friendship
which time matured into love. They’d have been united in marriage,
had not their father’s opposed it. But feelings may not be forbidden,
their hearts belonged to each other and burned with an equal passion.

(Book 1V/ Pyramus and Thisbe, p. 134, lines 58-62)

The two young lovers long to be together, long to be able to hold hands or
even steal gentle kisses, but the wall in the middle forbids that. Thisbe is on
one side of the wall and Pyramus on the other, and they can only catch the
sound of each other’s breath, they say, “... You spiteful wall! They would
cry. “Why stand in the way of poor lovers? ... If you would only allow
us to lie in each other’s arms! If that is too much, could you open your
cranny enough for a kiss?” So they talked, hopelessly, sitting on opposite
sides of the wall, saying, as night fell, “Farewell”, each touching the wall with
kisses that could not reach the other side. Sometimes they would get upset
with the wall, like the wall is a live thing in between them, at other times they
are grateful the wall has a chink through which they can talk to each other
at least. Finally deciding that these furtive messages that they manage to exchange
through the wall is not enough and that they need to be together, they decide
to meet one night at Ninus’ tomb in the woods outside Babylon.

One morning when Aurora has quenched the fires of night, and the sun’s rays
has thawed the frosty grass, they come to their usual place near the chink in
the wall. Then they decide, first with a little murmur of their great sorrows,
to try, in the silence of night, to deceive the guards, and disappear outside.
Once out of the house they would leave the city as well, and they agree, in
case they go astray crossing the open country, to meet by the grave of Ninus,
and hide in the shelter of a tree. There is a tall mulberry tree there, dense
with white berries, bordering a cool fountain. They are satisfied with their plan,
and ready to carry it out the next night.

. when all was quiet

that night, they would try to elude their guards and steal out of doors;

then once they’d escaped from their homes, they’d abandon the city

as well.

In case they got lost on their journey out in the open country,

their rendezvous would be Ninus’tomb, where they’d hide in the shade

in of a certain tree — a tree which was tall and heavily laden

with snow- white berries, a mulberry — close to a cooling fountain.
(Book 1V/ Pyramus and Thisbe, p. 135, lines 83-90)

Eventually the lovers manage to evade their family members and guards and
leave their homes. While Thisbe waits for her lover, a lioness comes to the
nearby stream, and it frightens Thisbe away. When she flees, she drops her
shawl and the lioness rips it with her bloody jaws and then leaves the shawl
near the stream. Pyramus comes to Ninus’ tomb and finds his love’s ripped,
bloody shawl and assumes that she’s been killed by a lion. He kills himself
with his sword to be with his love. Thisbe soon returns and finds Pyramus
slain there, and so she kills herself as well. Their blood changes the colour
of the mulberry tree under which they lie. The berries change from white to



burgundy from the lovers’ blood. Doesn’t this narrative remind you of a much
later play by Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet? Or even the late 1990s
Bollywood movie Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak. Let’s talk about Leucotheo and
Clytie next.

5.2.2 Leucotheo and Clytie

Leuconoe, the second daughter of Minyas, narrates another unfulfilled love story.
Vulcan finds out that his wife Venus is having an affair with Mars and he learns
about this from the Sun. Though she is at fault, Venus is furious at the Sun
for snitching to Vulcan, and so she compels the Sun to fall in love with
Leucothoe. The Sun being in love with Leucothoe because of Venus’
compulsion has a torrid affair with her. But the Sun is also a married God.
When his wife Clytie, finds out about Leucotheo and the Sun’s affair, she goes
and informs Leucothoe’s father about the affair. Leucothoe’s father is very angry
with his daughter and buries her alive. Eventually she dies. The Sun is still in
love with her and mourns her loss and transforms her into a frankincense plant.
The narrative of Salamacis and Hermaphrodites is next.

5.2.3 Salamacis and Hermaphroditus

Alcithoé, the third daughter, narrates the final love story. The sexually
adventurous and promiscuous Sa/macis desires Hermaphroditus with all her
heart, but Hermaphroditus has no feelings for her and spurns her. She is bold
enough to actually grab him when he jumps into her pool. In today’s day and
age, the action of Sal/macis would be termed harassment; and she prays to
the gods to let them unite and become one. The gods answer her prayers and
they make Hermaphroditus soft, gentle and feminine. Sa/macis’s own feminine
nature becomes a part of him.

When the three sisters have each had a turn in narrating the love stories, the
devotees of Bacchus come close and eventually Bacchus turns them into bats
for their impiety and for not worshipping him so a transformation takes place
here.

The narrative then continues with the story of the House of Cadmus. Juno
hates Cadmus’ daughter, Ino, as Ino is devoted to Bacchus. Ino is the second
daughter of Cadmus, younger than Sémele, whom Juno tricks into getting killed
by her lover and Juno’s husband Jupiter. Remember Bacchus is Ino’s nephew
and she had actually hid him in her cave and fed him milk once his own mother
was killed by Juno’s trickery. Juno seeks the help of the Furies, who drive
Ino’s husband Athamas, insane. Since the Furies have meddled with his mind,
he imagines his wife to be a lioness and his children to be the cubs of the
lioness. The deranged Athamas kills one of his children by bashing his head
against a rock. /no realising that her husband will kill her other child as well,
jumps off a cliff with the other child. However, Venus intervenes and requests
Neptune the God of the Sea, to save /no and her remaining child. Neptune
then transforms /no and her child into deities of the Sea. When Cadmus learns
of this new tragedy, he leaves Thebes and prays to the gods to transform him
into a serpent. He is transformed into a serpent and his wife is transformed
as well and together they slither away from Thebes. If you recall Book II]
begins with Cadmus killing a giant serpent and establishing the city of Thebes
and by the end of Book IV, Cadmus himself is transformed into a serpent as
is his wife.
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The next character we encounter is Perseus. Perseus is tired and rather than
fly through the night, he decides to rest in the kingdom of A#/as. Perseus is
in for a surprise as Atlas reacts very badly and with great hostility. Now, Atlas
has a reason for behaving in this harsh manner. He has been told that Persus
will rob him of his riches and hence, he does not want that situation to occur.
Perseus tries to tackle Atlas but the latter is very strong, eventually Perseus
turns Atlas to stone with the aid of Medusa’s head with the writhing snakes
and frightening eyes that can turn anyone who looks upon her into stone. Now,
there are many Greek myths being utilised here. Perseus flies off again and
sees Andromeda chained to a rock as an offering to a sea monster. Perseus
does not want Andromeda to be sacrificed as he wants her for himself. He
descends from the skies, talks to Andromeda’s parents for her hand and then
using Medusa’s head again he freezes the sea monster. Perseus then marries
Andromeda.

5.3 PYRAMUS AND THISBE/ BOOK IV: AN
ANALYSIS

The three daughters of Minyas are depicted as literally weaving, and as they
weave and spin yarn they are also figuratively weave stories of unfulfilled love/
spinning tales of unfulfilled love. The love stories they narrate have different
characters in them but the recurrent theme is that of a sense of frustrated longing.
The two young lovers, Pyramus and Thisbe, are separated in their mortal life
because of their warring parents. They are able to be united only in death.
The Sun, loves Leucothoe, but can do nothing to save her from being buried
alive. The only thing he can do is to turn her into a plant, giving her a sort
of rebirth, but that does not really matter as she is already dead and gone.
Salmacis’ love for Hermamaphroditus is unrequited. Even when she manages
to get him where she wants him and asks for divine intervention, the gods fulfill
her request in a very strange manner and in a sense actually prohibits the kind
of love she desires from him. Through Book 1V/ Pyramus and Thisbe, Ovid
seems to be emphasising how disastrous love and romance can be. Even Venus
the goddess of love, is powerless and cannot find lasting happiness as we saw
from her short lived affair with Mars. We shall look at Book VI/ Philomela
next.

5.4 PHILOMELA/ BOOK VI

Book VI begins with acute rivalry between Arachne and Minerva. Minerva
as we know is the Goddess associated with beautiful weaving and her position
is being threatened by a human called Arachne who is arrogant and insolent
and does not respect the Goddess and thinks herself to be a better weaver
than Minerva.

Minerva tries to warn Arachne not to disrespect the Gods but Arachne in
her arrogance does not pay heed. So Minerva goes to meet Arachne, disguised
as an old woman, and advises Arachne to seek Minerva’s forgiveness for her
impunity. But Arachne being proud of her workmanship does not pay heed
to the old woman’s sound advice and Minerva is forced to reveal herself to
the latter. But Arachne will not bow down and finally it amounts to a weaving
competition between the two of them — the Goddess of Weaving Minerva and



the mortal Arachne. Minerva weaves a beautiful picture glorifying the Gods
and herself. The description of Minerva’s weaving is beautifully depicted by
Ovid. The workmanship is of course brilliant and her tapestry shows the
Olympian Gods, and her victory over Neptune,

Neptune, the god of the ocean, was shown on his feet and striking

The rugged crag with his great long trident, while sea-water gushed

forth

Out of the cleft in the rock, to establish his claim to the city.
(Book VI/ Arachne, p. 213, lines 74-76)

- and four other scenes of wherein the Gods are shown victorious over humans
who have been then turned into animals as punishment. Arachne on the other
hand weaves a picture of the gods ‘raping and deceiving humans’. Since both
of them are very skilled and talented it’s a close competition and Minerva upset
by Arachne’s skills that seem to match her own, starts beating her. Arachne
is obviously upset and unable to take the beating longer, she hangs herself.
Minerva ultimately feels bad for her and transforms her into a spider and thus
is born the first spider, the expert weaver, into the world. So what we have
here is also the creation of the myth of how spiders came to be just as in
Book 1V/ Pyramus and Thisbe we get the mythological idea of how mulberries
acquired the colour they are today.

When the public come to know of Arachne’s tragic fate, they are frightened
and know that they should not disrespect the Gods for fear of retribution. This
was something we discussed earlier when we said that the Gods seem to have
ruled through threats, fear and intimidation. But then there will be no stories
if everyone complies and no one stands out. The next narrative that we deal
with is Niobe. Niobe is a woman who does not feel that she is inferior to
the gods. Her husband Amphion, belongs to a distinguished lineage, and has
a huge kingdom, and they are blessed with many children. We need to remember
that structurally there are 250 stories in The Metamorphoses and each book
deals with at least four individual stories. So the next story after that of Minerva
and Arachne is that of Niobe. We already know that Niobe does not think
that she is inferior to the Gods and being aware of her attitude and thought
process, Manto (Teiresias’ daughter) tells Niobe that she ought to worship
Latona the goddess along with her two children, Apollo and Diana. Niobe
being of a different frame of mind ignores Manto’s good counsel and makes
fun of the people who listen to Manto. She is so dangerously arrogant at this
point that she wonders why people do not worship her. Obviously this will
enrage the Gods and needless to say Latona is upset. With the help of her
children, she causes several consecutive disasters to strike Niobe’s family. Her
large family of 14 children - 7 boys and 7 girls are all killed. Niobe is now
deathly afraid of Lafona having lost all 14 children and the myth and fear of
the Goddess spreads.

5.4.1 Philomela/ Book VI (Lines 412 — 485)

The third narrative is of Tereus, the tyrant from Thrace. He is a brave warrior
who manages to liberate Athens from the control of the barbarians and in
exchange marries Procne, the daughter of the king Pandion of Athens. Tereus
of Thrace is victorious only because Procne helps him. Procne’ help to Tereus
in defeating the barbarians, turns into a marriage proposal which is of course
doomed from the start as we are told that Juno, Hymenaeus, and the Graces
do not attend the wedding.
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After being married and away from home for five years, Procne wishes to see
her sister Philomela and so she asks Tereus for permission to visit her. Titan
the God of the Sun, has guided the turning years through five autumns when
Procne coaxes her husband,

If you love me at all,
please send me to visit my sister, or ask her to visit us here.

you can promise my father it wont be long before she returns.
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 231, lines 440- 42)

She reminds him that he was victorious only because of her help, so she requests
him to either send her to see her sister, or let her sister come to see her here.
She tells her that he can promise her father that Philomela will return after
a brief stay.

Tereus agrees to her request and sets off for Athens to fetch Philomela, and
lands on the shores of Piaeus. As soon as he gains access to his father-in-
law, he joins his right hand to his father—in-law’s right hand, and they began
by wishing each other favourable omens. 7ereus starts telling him of his visit
- his wife’s request, and promises a speedy return if she Philomela his sister-
in-law were sent back with him, when, he sees Philomela enter, dressed in
rich robes, and richer beauty.

Tereus is a man in lust and used to the pleasures of the flesh. He is deeply
tempted by the young and beautiful girl. 7ereus is fired up by his desire for
her, just as if someone has touched a flame to the corn stubble, or burned
the leaves, or hay stored in a loft. Her beauty is worthy of it, but he is driven
by his natural passion, and the inclination of the people of his region towards
lust: he burns passion. His impulse is to cajole and bribe her attendants and
her nurse’s loyalty, to try and seduce the young girl with extravagant gifts, or
worst comes to worst, to rape her and defend the rape in a savage war.

. when fair Philomela arrived on the scene, very richly attired,
but even richer in beauty, just like the naiads and dryads
we hear of pacing the forest glades in the robes and jewels of a
princess.
The sight of this pure young woman made Tereus hot with desire,
like fire which a farmer sets to the yellow — white corn in a field
or the pile of leaves and the hay that are stored in a barn for the
winter.

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 232, lines 451- 57)

Having seen Philomelam, Tereus is in lust and is impatient to take Philomela
with him and be gone from Piaeus. Philomela agrees to go with Tereus to
visit her sister, and resting her forearms on her father’s shoulders, she coaxes
him to let her go to visit her sister. 7ereus gazes at her, imagining her as already
his, watches her kiss her father’s cheeks and her arms encircle her father’s
neck. All her innocent actions of endearment towards her father incite his passion
and spur him on to a wild frenzy that can only be quenched by her. Whenever
she embraces her father, he wishes he were the father, though of course his
intentions would be wicked. The father is won over by the twin entreaties.
Philomela is overjoyed, and thanks her father, and is happy to be visiting her
sister and imagines that it will bring great joy to both of them. Little does she
realise that both the sisters will be wretched after her travels to Thrace.



5.4.2 Philomela/Book VI (Lines 486-570)

Here we see Tereus getting ready to leave for Thrace with Philomela in tow,
Pandion his father — in —law speaks to him

... Pandion grasped his son-in-law's
hand and committed his precious charge with tears in his eyes:
‘I entrust Philomela to you, dear son. Her sisterly kindness
has won me over. The two of them wanted it so did you.
Tereus, I trust you, you're one of the family. Please, in
the name
of the gods I implore you, watch over my child with a fathers love,
and return her soon — she'’s the comfort and balm of my anxious
old age -

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 234, lines 494-500)

And so he bades his daughter goodbye and kisses her, soft tears are mingled
with his farewells and commands to 7ereues. As soon as Philomela is on board
the brightly painted ship, and the sea is churned by the oars, and the land left
behind them, the barbarian king cries

. ‘I have won! My prayers are answered, she's sailing
beside me!’ triumphant, the vile barbarian scarcely could wait
for his moment of bliss, and his greedy eyes never swerved from his

prey...
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 235, lines 513- 15)

Now that they have completed their journey, and disembarked from the wave-
worn ship, on the shores of his country, 7ereus’ takes her to a high-walled
building, hidden in an ancient forest, and there he locks her away, she, pale
and trembling, fearing everything, in tears now, begging to know where her sister
is. Then, confessing his evil intent, he overcomes her by force, she a virgin
and alone, as she calls out, again and again, in vain, to her father, her sister,
and most of all to the great gods. She quivers like a frightened lamb, that fails
to realise that it is free, wounded and discarded by a grey wolf, or like a dove
trembling, its feathers stained with its blood, still fearing the rapacious claws
that had gripped it. After a brief while, when she comes to her senses, she
pulls her disheveled hair, and like a mourner, claws at her arms, beating them
against her breasts. Hands outstretched, she shouts.

... you cruel barbarian! How could you
do such a dreadful deed? Were you wholly unmoved by my father's
entreaties and tears of devotion, my sisters longing to see me,
respect for my maiden virtue and what you owed to your wife?
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 236, lines 533- 36)

Immediately on landing in Thrace, Tereus takes her, not home, but to a cave
where he repeatedly rapes her and when she starts shouting at him in anger
for betraying her trust, her parents’ trust and raping her, and threatening to tell
all who will listen, he cannot tolerate this reaction. He is filled with fear as
well and forced by both these thoughts, he frees his sword from the sheath
by his side, and seizing her hair gathers it together, to use as a tie, to tether
her arms behind her back. Philomela sees the sword, and hopes only for death
and so offers up her throat. But 7ereus cuts her tongue and throws it away
and doesn’t stop here. He mutilates her wounded body, repeatedly, in his lust.
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Her tongue was still voicing her sense of outrage and crying
her fathers
name, still struggling to speak, when Tereus gripped it in pincers
and hacked it out with his sword. As its roots in the throat
gave a flicker,
the rest of it muttered and twitched where it dropped on the
blood- black earth;

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 237, lines 555-58)

When he returns home to his wife she asks about her sister. He, with false
mourning, tells of a fictitious funeral, and cries to give his false story credence.
Procne’s eyes glisten with tears and she laments the fate of her young sister.

5.4.3 Philomela/Book VI (Lines 571-619)

The sun-god has circled the twelve signs, and a year is past. Philomela is
alive but in captivity and left with no option. A guard prevents her escape; the
thick walls of the building are made of solid stone; her mute mouth can yield
no token of the horrifying facts that have left her thus helpless. Interestingly
she passes her time by doing thread work and weaving. She weaves the story
of her rape and the cutting off of her tongue. As she cannot speak, she requests
the servants to give her tapestry to their mistress. The maid servant takes it
to Procne, without knowing or realising what the tapestry contains inside. The
wife of the savage king unrolls the cloth, and reads her sister’s terrible fate,
and by a miracle keeps silent. Procne’s mind is filled with thoughts of vengeance.
Procne now knows that her sister has been ravaged and is being held in captivity
by her husband. Under the pretext of celebrating a festival she manages to meet
her sister and on seeing her sister’s pathetic condition, Procne burns with rage
and cannot control her anger. She reproaches her sister for weeping, saying

. This isnt the moment
for tears! It’s a sword that we need or a still more powerful weapon,
if one is available.

(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 240, lines 611- 13)

Procne swears to avenge her younger sister.

5.4.4 Philomela/Book VI (Lines 620-674)

While Procne is mulling over these incidents /¢ys the son of Procne and Tereus
comes to his mother. Seeing him she starts forming a plan in her mind. She
is ready to sacrifice all her motherly instincts to punish her husband. She chops
her son and cooks him and then invites 7ereus to eat. The wife invites the
unsuspecting Tereus to the feast. Tereus eats by himself, seated in his tall ancestral
chair, and fills his belly with his own child.

So Tereus sat on the throne of his fathers high on a dais
and started to gorge himself on a dish of the fruit of his own loins.
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 242, lines 650 - 52)

The smartness and wickedness of Tereus is frightening, a) that he should lust
after his younger sister-in-law; b) that he should rape her repeatedly and brutally;
c) that he should cut off her tongue so that she may never speak of the travesty
that was done unto her. But Philomela too is not to be outdone, she still manages
to weave a tapestry of Tereus’ heinous crime and she sends it to Procne. Procne
understands immediately what has happened with her sister and in order to



avenge her honour, Procne comes up with an equally horrendous plan. She
kills her only child /tys, cooks the flesh of the child and serves it to Tereus
the father as a meal. It is only after he has finished his meal that Procne reveals
to Tereus that he has eaten his own son, and 7ereus goes mad as he
comprehends his actions and that of his wife Procne.

When her husband asks for his son she cries, “Itys is with you already —
inside.” He looks around and questions where the boy is. And then while he
is calling out and seeking him, Philomela comes out with the head of the child.

Then he weeps, and calls himself the sepulcher of his unhappy son, and now
pursues, with naked sword, the daughters of Pandion. And we see him running
after the two sisters but then these two women turn into birds. One of them
turns into a nightingale/Philomela and makes for the woods. The other, a
swallow/Procne, flies to the eaves of the palace. You may know that even today
the swallow’s throat has not lost the stain of that murder, and the soft down
bears witness to the blood. Tereus swift in his grief and desire for revenge,
changes into a bird himself, with a feathered crest on his head. An immoderate,
elongated, beak juts out, like a long spear. The name of the bird is the hoopoe,
and it looks as though it is armed.

... at the next he was chasing Pandion's daughters around with his naked
sword. You could picture the fugitives’ bodies suspended on wings.
and they were suspended on wings. The one, transformed to a nightingale,
made for the forest, the other flew up to the roof as a swallow,
but badges of murder remained on their breasts in the blood — tinged
plumage. (Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p.243, lines 666-70)

Tereus, swiftly impelled by his grief and thirsting for vengeance,

also changed into a bird, with an upright crest for a headpiece

and beak jutting out to a monstrous length in the place of his long spear,

looking as if he were armed for battle. We call him the hoopoe.
(Book VI/ Tereus, Procne and Philomela, p. 243, lines 670- 74)

With this the narrative of Philomela ends, her honour is restored through the
villainous act of the slaying of her nephew and of cannibalism and both the
sisters are transformed into birds... one a nightingale and the other a swallow.
And Tereus the perpetrator is transformed into a whoopee/ the wood pecker,
once again the origin myths of three different birds.

5.5 PHILOMELA/ BOOK VI: AN ANALYSIS

Let us begin by analysing each of the narratives in Book VI. What may be
seen as a mere battle of pride between Minerva and Arachne is not just a
battle of skills but rather a more subtle battle of perspectives as we see from
the themes of their tapestries. Minerva being a goddess has a different
perspective all together and she glorifies the Olympian Gods’ and chooses to
include the punishment they dole out to disobedient mortals in her weave.
Arachne, the human, creates a different tapestry consisting entirely of images
of deception and rape. Just goes on to show how the two women one goddess,
one human perceive the cosmos. Arachne’s weave which is flawless depicts
the universe as a place of violence and horror. Minerva beats Arachne so
hard that the latter commits suicide and neither woman is judged the best weaver
so cannot claim victory.
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Niobe’s tale deals with the theme of divine vengeance. Niobe’s narrative follows
Arachne’s tale, and by placing these two stories one after the other, Ovid is
in a sense asking us as readers to compare the two women. On the one hand,
Arachne 1s a woman of humble origins but an extremely talented weaver. Niobe
is a high ranking woman whose reputation is built on her wealth, and family
lineage. While Arachne is a skilled weaver and an artisan; Niobe is a high
born woman with little or no such skills. Arachne provokes the goddess Minerva
and 1s challenged by the latter to a weaving contest; while Niobe challenges
and provokes the goddess Latona. In a sense by juxtaposing these two women,
Ovid is trying to suggest the innocence of Arachne and thereby the unjustness
of the fate that she is handed out.

The tapestry that tells the story of 7ereus’ raping and imprisonment of his younger
sister-in-law Philomela in a way seems to suggest that art/ skill has the power
to help people transcend above their misery and plight. Had Philomela not
woven the tapestry and sent it to her sister, Procne would never have come
to know about her rape and subsequent imprisonment. The narrative of Tereus,
Procne, and Philomela is a very gory one maybe even one of the most grotesque
of stories in the entire Metamorphoses. Along with lust, betrayal, forced
abduction, rape, mutilation, imprisonment is added infanticide and cannibalism
taking place within the same family amongst familiar and known and related
people. The most intimate familial bonds— that of a husband and a wife, a
father-in-law and a son-in-law, two sisters, the husband and his younger sister-
in-law, mother and son, and father and son—are all broken. These bonds are
one of love and trust and all we find is betrayal in most of the relationships/
bonds. Philomela loses the ability to speak, but she somehow manages to tell
her side of the story through her weaving/ art. Her artistic creation — the tapestry
literally helps her sister know about her being alive, being imprisoned and leads
to her escape. Looking at it from our point of view, we could say that art
serves the purpose we think it should serve. It helps people alleviate people’s
suffering metaphorically / maybe we could say cathartically as the Greeks would
suggest. Procne faces the familiar tragic dilemma of deciding who she is, and
which role she needs to fulfill - mother or sister. The conflict between the roles
she needs to play and the emotions they bring about, anget/love, and the question
of which role will she finally adopt is critical. Procne’s role as the mother of
Itys is the only one that distinguishes her from Philomela, and in rejecting her
child as the “other” she takes another step toward becoming her sister, looking
as she would look and speaking as she would speak. This climactic moment,
therefore, juxtaposes the two opposed ways of viewing we have been tracing
throughout the poem, an objectification that decouples appearance from identity
versus a powerful identification with a seen presence that unites spectator and
spectacle and allows her to take on the voice of the silent Image.

5.6 LET US SUM UP

In this unit we have looked at Books IV & VI. We have summarised and analysed
a number of stories in each book and provided detailed study of the prominent
texts such as Pyramus and Thisbe and Philomela. These units have given
us a better understanding of Latin poetry and Ovid’s skill as a great poet. He
somehow manages to link 250 narratives together and keep our interest
sustained. The tales are mostly of transformations/ metamorphosis. Ovid’s
manner of portraying the narrative focuses on moments, like the brief speech



with which we began the chapter, those moments, in other words, where the
social dangers posed by actors become most intense. Please read The
Metamorphoses, it 1s a wonderful book with a whole bunch of stories.

5.7 QUESTIONS

1. Ovid’s poem depicts the thoughts and actions of a wide range of female
characters. Some of these characters are essentially victims, while others
are more like what we would today consider “strong women.” Do you
think Ovid’s view of women is positive, negative, or somewhere in between?

2. Why do you think Ovid’s Metamorphoses has had such a powerful impact
on subsequent literature and art?

3. In what manner is Ovid’s Metamorphoses an epic and how is it different
from the conventional epic. Elaborate?

4. Itys is the son of Procne and Tereus. Itys is killed, cooked and fed to
his father Tereus by his mother Procne, in revenge for Tereus’ raping of
her younger sister Philomela. How convinced are you with this revenge?

5. Write short notes on the following myths:

a. The cult of Bacchus

b. The First Swallow and the First Nightingale
c. How the mulberry fruit acquired its colour
d. How the whoopee came into being

5.8 GLOSSARY

Bacchus :  God of wine, both its intoxicating effects as well as its
social and beneficent influences. Son of Jupiter and
Semele. He 1s viewed as the promoter of peace, a
lawgiver, and a lover of peace. Roman equivalent of the
Greek Dionysus.

Minerva ¢ Virgin goddess of war, art, wisdom, and science, daughter
of Jupiter, and protector of Athens. Roman equivalent of
the Greek Athena.

Narcissus :  Son of Liriope. He fell in love with his own reflection
and wasted away until death. When he died he was
metamorphosed into the plant of the same name.

Philomela :  Daughter of Pandion and sister of Procne. She was
raped by her brother-in-law, Tereus. To make sure she
did not tell Procne he muted her by cutting out her tongue
and imprisoned her in a forest. A year later she was
rescued by her sister and in revenge the sisters fed Tereus
his and Procne’s son, Itys. Philomela was metamorphosed
into a bird along with her sister and brother-in-law.

Procne :  Daughter of Pandion, wife of Tereus, sister of Philomela,
and mother of Itys. She feeds Itys to Tereus after he
has raped Philomela and cut out her tongue. She was
metamorphosed into a bird along with her sister and

husband.

Pyramus ¢ Young man from Babylon who is the boyfriend of Thisbe
whom he is not allowed to marry.

Teiresias :  Blind prophet of Thebes, famous for clairvoyance.
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