


The transformation of Acoetes' men:
A Commentary on Ovid's Metamorphoses III. 670-686

Transformation. Rooted not only in the title of his epic poem but also in the thematic scope and focus of this work, Ovid's Metamorphoses (Met.) is overflowing with examples of metamorphosis or transformative change. Many of these transformations can be linked to animals, plant life, stones, bodies of water, various inanimate objects, and finally, humans to any of the forms mentioned. Ovid's fifteen books of myths of transformation offer readers both a cosmogony and a cosmology. Ovid retells Greek mythology for a more sophisticated and ethically moral audience. Written prior to his exile in 8 AD, Ovid chronicles an epic narrative that introduces readers to the creation of the cosmos and concludes with the deification of Julius Caesar. As a poet of the Augustan age, Ovid's Metamorphoses could be argued as a response to Virgil's Aeneid written in dactylic hexameter. As a master of Latin verse, Ovid uses an array of rhetorical and literary devices in his ambitious offering. He makes use of descriptive language, subtlety and vivid dialogue to bring the story to life. His tale of sailors transforming into dolphins is outlined in Met. III: 670-686. In it, Ovid richly details their rather sudden transformation, from the loss of their arms to the creation of their fins, their movement and their frolicking nature:
exsiluere viri, sive hoc insania fecit            	670
sive timor, primusque Medon nigrescere toto
corpore et expresso spinae curvamine flecti
incipit. huic Lycabas "in quae miracula" dixit
"verteris?" et lati rictus et panda loquenti
         naris erat, squamamque cutis durata trahebat.               675
at Libys obstantis dum vult obvertere remos,
in spatium resilire manus breve vidit et illas
iam non esse manus, iam pinnas posse vocari.
alter ad intortos cupiens dare bracchia funes
bracchia non habuit truncoque repandus in undas               680
corpore desiluit: falcata novissima cauda est,
qualia dividuae sinuantur cornua lunae.
undique dant saltus multaque adspergine rorant
emerguntque iterum redeuntque sub aequora rursus
inque chori ludunt speciem lascivaque iactant              	 685
corpora et acceptum patulis mare naribus efflant. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ovid, Metamorphoses 3. 670-686  ] 

The men leapt overboard, whether driven by madness or by fear,
Medon's body was the first to blacken entirely, and his spine was bent into an arched curve.
Lycabas uttered to him, "what marvel are you turning into?" And as he spoke, his mouth widened, his nose hooked out, and his skin became hard and scaly.
But Libys, hindered when he longed to pull the oars, sees his hands suddenly shrink in size, and now they are no longer hands but can only be named fins.
Another, meant to grasp the twisted rope line, had no arms and leapt down limbless, bending backwards into the sea.
His tail was armed with scythes, like the curved horns of a half-moon.
All around, they leapt, bringing forth spray.
Time and time again, they emerged, only to fall back into the sea,
playing together like dancers, throwing their bodies around frolicsome, and exhaling the seawater through their wide nostrils.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Lewis & Short, 1879] 



In an attempt to contextualise excerpt III. 670-686, reference to earlier and later excerpts is vital, specifically lines 511-733. In it, Ovid highlights the anger and frustration of the Theban king, Pentheus, at his people and their lewd behaviour[footnoteRef:3]. Pentheus is outraged and determined to cease the worship of the god Bacchus, the god of wine, pleasure, and ecstasy.[footnoteRef:4] Pentheus attempts to quell the revelry, but his men are swiftly defeated. Soon after, Acoetes enters the fray and informs the king of his experience with Bacchus. Acoetes of Maeonia is but a humble mariner and captain of a crew of wicked Tyrrhenian pirates. On their travels around the Aegean, they encounter a young boy. Driven by their greed and wickedness, the pirates kidnap the apparently innocent but handsome youth and hold him for ransom, much to Acoetes' protests.[footnoteRef:5] Once on the open waters, the pirates fail to recognise the innocent boy as the god Bacchus travelling in disguise[footnoteRef:6]. Bacchus brings the ship to a sudden halt and entices ivy and vines to grow along the oars and masts. Not satisfied, Bacchus transforms the pirates into dolphins.[footnoteRef:7] Acoetes alone escapes this fate as he recognises the god's divinity. [3:  McNamara, 2010: 173]  [4:  Godwin, 2014: 1]  [5:  Harris & Platzner, 2008: 275]  [6:  McNamara, 2010: 173]  [7:  Ibid] 


As a reward, Acoetes is considered a favoured devotee. Acoetes, however, warns Pentheus to beware of the god. The king ignores Acoetes' advice and instead orders the torture and execution of the humble Acoetes.[footnoteRef:8] In a miraculous turn of events, Acoetes is set free and ultimately becomes a priest of Bacchus on Naxos. In the end, Pentheus decides to tend to the Bacchants himself. Unfortunately, when he arrives at the locale of the Bacchants, his mother and sisters, who are in a hallucinatory trance, confuse Pentheus's likeness for a boar and dismember him.[footnoteRef:9] Afterwards, the Thebans worshipped Bacchus wholly.[footnoteRef:10] This contextualisation is imperative as it illustrates the terrifying consequences of hubris and wickedness against the gods. Ovid's Metamorphoses is one of the most important Roman sources of narratives about the gods and heroes and how their current physical forms experienced metamorphoses. Lines 670-686 of Book III highlight the cautionary tale of Acoetes and his crew's transformation into jovial, playful dolphins at the hand of the god of wine and revelry. [8:  Verres, 2019:160]  [9:  Von Glinski, 2012: 19-20]  [10:  Godwin, 2014: 1-2] 


In lines 670 – 672, ex + siluere is considered a third-person plural perfect form with ex as the prefix.[footnoteRef:11] This would indicate that the sailors jumped out of or off the ship. The use of sive indicates two rationales for the men abandoning the ship: fear or madness. Gildenhard and Zissos indicate that Acoetes has been positioned as a non-omniscient narrator.[footnoteRef:12] As such, it could be argued that Acoetes is the primary hero of the tale.[footnoteRef:13] Ovid then introduces two infinitives, nigrescere and flecti. They are governed by -que, which is attached to the adjective primus and connects exsiliere with coepit. Primus agrees with the nominative proper noun, Medon. This indicates that Medon is the first of the crew to undergo the change stricken by Bacchus. The text then relays several ablatives, including an ablative absolute in expresso spinae curvamine. This indicates the second step in the transformation of man to dolphin. In lines 673 - 675, huic refers to the first sufferer, Medon. Lycabas addresses Medon and asks about the shape or form he is transitioning into, with rictus and naris taking the masculine nominative plural and nominative feminine singular, respectively, as indicated by the presence of erat. As a result, lati and panda are regarded as predicative complements.[footnoteRef:14] Loquenti, as a present participle, agrees with the dative. Ovid also uses squamam trahebat as a collective singular and showcases the misguided notion of dolphins having scales. This is further cemented with the combination of durata as a perfect participle and trahebat an imperfect. Ovid thus illustrates that the final step in transformation is the hardening of the skin and the development of scales.[footnoteRef:15] [11:  Godwin, 2014: 69]  [12:  Gildenhard & Zissos, 2016: 200]  [13:  Godwin, 2014: 17]  [14:  Gildenhard & Zissos, 2016: 200]  [15:  Godwin, 2014: 69-70] 


Lines 676–78 introduce the next sailor to suffer, Libys, with the conjunction at. Libys's metamorphosis coincides with his fellow pirates. There is a dum clause with its primary verb uult taking obvertere as a supplementary infinitive, which highlights Libys terrifying transformation as he recognises his own body no longer. As Libys watched the previous victims transform, so he experienced his hands transform into fins. At is followed by an indirect statement, the main verb being vidit. It is also linked by et, resilire, manus, illas and posse. Resilire and posse function as verbs, while manus and illas function as subject accusative, with the final word of the line vocari acting as a supplementary infinitive.[footnoteRef:16] In lines 679 – 682, the reader is introduced to the first main clause with alter to non habuit, in conjunction with cupiens, a present participle which agrees with alter as the subject. At this point, the sailors are no longer named, as they each fall to the transformation; as such, we are introduced to a nameless victim, another number. The main clause governs the infinitive construction. In doing so, it highlights what Libys is unable to do now that he is limbless. There is a second main clause, the primary verb of which is desiluit. It is associated with non habuit due to the -que after trunco. [footnoteRef:17] In these lines, Ovid includes not only the transformative properties of the sailors turned dolphins but also the behaviour associated with these animals, i.e. jumping and breaking the waves, giddiness, and playfulness. Trunco-corpore alongside repandus is an ablative of respect, while novissima cauda indicates the shape of the tail, and qualia present the reader with a comparison while agreeing with cornua. With cornua representing the subject of the sentence, dimiduae lunae is a genitive, an effective simile in these lines, showcasing the shape of the newly developed appendages.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Gildenhard & Zissos, 2016: 201-202]  [17:  Gildenhard & Zissos, 2016: 202]  [18:  Godwin, 2014: 71] 


In the final four lines of the extract, Ovid details the final transformation of pirates into playful dolphins. It is laden with similes and imagery related to joy and pleasure.[footnoteRef:19] The verbs dant, rorant, emergunt, redeunt, ludunt, iactant, and efflant illustrate plurality. Five verbs are connected by -que; the last two by et. This alteration signifies their newfound playful behaviour. The use of saltus with dant, multa, and aspergine underscores their jovial nature. Ovid further emphasises the dolphins' repetitive movements in the water, describing their descent with redeuntque and resurfacing with emerguntque. Notably, the expression inque chori-speciem serves as a comparison or simile, likening the dolphins' behaviour to that of dancers.[footnoteRef:20] Ovid then uses the adjective lasciva to highlight the playful and collaborative nature of the dolphins, coupled with iactant corpora. This is followed by the phrase acceptum patulis mare naribus efflant, utilising mare as a synecdoche. This phrase demonstrates that the seawater consumed by the dolphins acts as the accusative object of the verb efflant, while patulis naribus refers to their collective nostrils. [footnoteRef:21] [19:  Godwin, 2014: 70]  [20:  Godwin, 2014: 17]  [21:  Gildenhard & Zissos, 2016: 203-204] 

Essentially a retelling of Greek myths, the Metamorphoses is a collection of tales that flow seamlessly within the theme of change. Ovid's overarching theme of his Metamorphoses is 'bodies change.'[footnoteRef:22] While the tale of Acoetes is deeply embedded in this theme, it also demonstrates a visceral physicality characteristic of Ovid's work. In this tale, Ovid emphasises not only the finality of the transformation but the swiftness of the metamorphosis. Furthermore, he meticulously describes the grotesque details of the pirates' changes, focusing on the most critical aspects of their physicality, which would enable their piracy. He highlights the aggressive nature of these men prior to their transformation, their new aquatic existence, and an overall improvement to the malevolent mindset that led to their downfall. Moreover, the significance and greatness of Bacchus are also highlighted in this passage. Ultimately, it is a cautionary tale of the consequences of defying the gods. [22:  Harris & Platzner, 2008: 977] 
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