Martin Armer    student number 2418832		Intensive Latin 2

 Metamorphoses Book 3 – Commentary on Acoetes tale 670-686

This commentary is intended for readers with a grounding in basic Latin who may be approaching Ovid’s work for the first time. The aim is to elucidate some points of grammatical, syntactical and vocabulary which may hinder a first encounter. Detailed exploration of Ovid’s life and the wider poem lie beyond the scope of this piece. [footnoteRef:1]	Comment by Clare Coombe: A clear focus and intended parameters. [1:  For a general introduction to Ovid see Morgan, L. (2020). Ovid : a very short introduction. Oxford University Press.	
For more detailed reading see Fantham, E. (2004). Ovid's Metamorphoses. Oxford University Press., Hardie, P. R. (2002). The Cambridge companion to Ovid. Cambridge University Press., Liveley, G. (2011). Ovid's Metamorphoses : a reader's guide. Continuum.
] 


Acoestes’ tale is recounted Book three of the Metamorphoses, within that of Pentheus, King of Thebes and grandson of Cadmus. Pentheus has been warned by Tiresias that, unless he worships the new god (Bacchus) who will come to Thebes, he will be torn to pieces (3.520-524). Pentheus is having none of it, perceiving this new cult as a subversion of traditional martial, masculine values and so a threat to his rule and to the city itself. Enraged on hearing the god has come and the citizens are engaged in Bacchic rites, he sends men to bring back the ‘god’ in chains. They return with Acoestes instead who recounts how he came to be a follower of Bacchus.	Comment by Clare Coombe: Good brief summary of textual context, sufficient to aid a student approaching this extract in isolation. 


Acoestes’ tale	Comment by Clare Coombe: A further helpful summary of events prior to the extract, with appropriate and helpful references to specific lines and phrases of the Latin. Be careful to be consistent in the way you cite line references, to provide clarity for the reader.

Acoestes’ tale is a cautionary tale to those who do not recognise Bacchus’ divinity, and thus a (thinly) veiled warning to Pentheus, ‘scoffer of Gods’ contemptor superum (3.514) and his obstinate rejection of the Bacchic cult. 

Acoestes was the helmsman and sole-survivor[footnoteRef:2] of a pirate ship which kidnapped a beautiful, richly-dressed possibly inebriated, boy from the island of Chios in order to ransom him. Acoestes, recognising something divine in the boy, protested vainly with his shipmates to respect the youth. Bacchus later ‘reveals’ himself and, ‘realising’ the sailor’s trickery, halted the ship on the sea ‘as if in dry dock’. The sailors tried to row harder, but ivy entwined the oars and heavy vines festooned the sails 3.662-667. [footnoteRef:3] [2:  For a discussion of the relation between Acoestes and Bachhus see Fantham, E. (2004). Ovid's Metamorphoses. Oxford University Press. , pp. 53–55]  [3: See Ovid, Translated by Miller, F. J., Revised by Goold, &., & G.P. (1977). Metamorphoses. Volume I: Books 1-8. Loeb Classical Library 42 (3rd ed.). Harvard University Press., Ovid, & Raeburn, D. A. (2004). Metamorphoses : a new verse translation. Penguin.] 





The men leapt up, either due to madness or fear.
First, Medon began to darken all over his body and to be bent with the curve of his spine pushed out. 
Lycabas said to him “what monster are you turning into?”
And as he was speaking his jaws gaped wide, his nose was curved 

And his skin became hardened and took on scales.
But while Libys wished to turn the obstructed oars against the water, he saw his hands shrink in size 
and they were no longer hands, now they could be called fins.
Another fellow, wanting to stretch out his arms to the tangled ropes, 
Had no arms and, with his limbless body
bent backwards, he jumped down into the sea
The end of his tail sickle-shaped, like the curved horns of the half moon. 
They leapt in from all around and were drenched with much spray 
Again they rise up and return back again beneath the surface  
And like a group of dancers they play and mischievously throw their bodies around
they exhale the welcome sea from their gaping nostrils
Largely an accurate and helpful translation, rendering the sense of uncertainty and horror in the transformations, while also staying close enough to the Latin to aid a beginner coming to the text for the first time.

Exsilvere 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 desilvit; falcata novissima cauda est,
qualia dimidiae sinvantur cornua lunae.
Undique dant saltus multaque aspergine rorant
emerguntque iterum redeuntque sub aequora rursus
inque chori ludunt speciem lascivaque iactant				            	            685
corpora et acceptum patulis mare naribus efflant.


Acoetes narrates the unfolding events.

670-671 The crew react to the sudden presence of these (real or imaginary) [footnoteRef:4] beasts. [4:  Fantham ( (2004). (Ovid's Metamorphoses(. Oxford University Press. , p. 42] 


The line begins with exsiluere.  This is a contracted form of exsiluerunt - third person plural perfect indicative active of exsilo. Viri (from vir-i 2m) provides the subject of this verb, relating to the (crew) men. Any ambiguity is resolved as viri scans long [footnoteRef:5] making it a nominative plural. The implication being this reaction was widespread, affecting many (if not all) of the crew. 	Comment by Clare Coombe: although aimed very much at the beginner, this paragraph eases such a reader into the process of translating verse, and gives some interpretation as to the implication of the text, further elucidated in the following paragraph [5:  For discussion of scansion see Jones, P. V. (2007). Reading Ovid (1. publ. ed.). Cambridge University Press., Jones, P. (2007). Metre. Reading Ovid: Stories from the Metamorphoses (pp. 23–26). Cambridge University Press.  Owen, M., & Ovidius Naso, P. (2014). Ovid Unseens (1. publ. ed.). Bloomsbury Academic.] 


Notwithstanding the flexibility of word order in Latin poetry we might expect exsiluere, as the main verb, to come at the end of the of the syntactical unit rather than the start. 
Ovid’s decision to begin with this could relate to it immediately following corpora pantherarum, which ends the preceding line.  Similarly, Ovid’s choice of the perfect tense here helps convey a sense of immediate action as might its dactylic scansion[footnoteRef:6] 	Comment by Clare Coombe: also heightened by the prioritization of the verb to the start of the clause and line	Comment by Clare Coombe: a nice reference to scansion to show how it can be used to interpret the image as well as the grammar [6:  Godwin, J. (2013). Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733. A&C Black. , p. 69] 


Having just been rowing, the men were presumably seated, and thus exsiluere implies jumping up. It has been interpreted as jumping out, (i.e. overboard[footnoteRef:7]) to convey the extremity of their fear or madness, however some sailors clearly remain on board, as seen in the subsequent lines.  Ovid uses a different verb, desilire, to mean to leap overboard  in line 3.681.[footnoteRef:8]	Comment by Clare Coombe: an interesting discussion of lexis and reference to different interpretations [7:  Gildenhard, & Zissos. ( (2016). (Ovid, Metamorphoses, 3.511-733(. Open Book Publishers.  p. 200]  [8:  Henderson ( (1979). (Ovid  Metamorphoses III(. Bristol Classical Press. , p. 110] 


sive...timor Acoetes provides his (or Bacchus’?) explanation for their actions without committing himself. Insania scans short, supporting as one of the nominative subjects of fēcit, along with timor.	Comment by Clare Coombe: again, although somewhat straightforward, this helps meet the readership brief, and also reconciles differences in the English translation given



671-673 Medon’s metamorphosis

671 Medon, one of the sailors, provides the subject of incipit, which should refer to an infinitive. Here we find two, one active nigrescere, one passive flecti. Toto corpore is an ablative of respect[footnoteRef:9], supplying information about the extent of nigrescere, in this case his whole body. [9:  Jones, & Sidwell. ( (2016). (. Reading Latin. Grammar and exercises.( (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press. , p. 158] 


It is important to note that there is variation of the Latin, with some texts[footnoteRef:10] having coepit as the final word of line 671 and others[footnoteRef:11] replacing this with toto. This provides the verb required to govern the infinitives nigrescere and flecti, but removes a potential textual anomaly in line 673 where incipit and dixit are both third person indicative active verbs in the same syntactical unit. I have therefore chosen to use the ‘toto’ version of the text[footnoteRef:12]	Comment by Clare Coombe: a nice discussion of textual variants and justification of preference [10:  Godwin, J. (2013). Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733. A&C Black., Henderson, A. A. R. (1979). Ovid  Metamorphoses III. Bristol Classical Press.]  [11:  E.g. Ovid, & Hill, D. E. (1985). Metamorphoses I-IV. Aris & Phillips.]  [12:  For a fuller discussion of this difference see Gildenhard, & Zissos. ( (2016). (Ovid, Metamorphoses, 3.511-733(. Open Book Publishers.  p. 201).
] 


672 Expresso spinae curvamine  is an ablative absolute, literally: with the curve of his spine having been pushed out, which relates to the action of flecti.

673-4 Miracula neuter accusative pleural (from miraculum 2m) which supports the in + accusastive sense of changing ‘into’. This could be ‘wonders, strange or marvellous things’ but the implication here is of something more negative[footnoteRef:13]. Ovid’s use of the plural could imply ‘strange forms’.	Comment by Clare Coombe: given the centrality of the theme of metamorphosis, this is a helpful analysis of meaning [13:  See Godwin ( (2013). (Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733(. A&C Black. , p. 69] 


673- 675 Lycabas’ metamorphosis	Comment by Clare Coombe: check your formatting to maintain clarity

674 loquenti - dative of reference[footnoteRef:14]. The masculine singular dative of the present participle of loquor conveys what is happening to the speaking man. Panda and lati agree with their owner in the (possessive) dative case [footnoteRef:15] [14:  Jones, P. V., & Sidwell, K. C. (2016). . Reading Latin. Grammar and exercises. (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press. , p. 373]  [15:  Godwin, J. (2013). Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733. A&C Black. , p. 69] 


675 
Erat, though singular, refers to both naris and rictus. Durata -feminine singular perfect passive participle – to have hardened, modifies and so agrees with cutis. Squamam is a collective singular[footnoteRef:16], referring to scales in general rather than a single scale. 	Comment by Clare Coombe: another helpful explanation for a reader coming to Ovid for the first time [16:  Gildenhard, I., & Zissos, A. (2016). Ovid, Metamorphoses, 3.511-733. Open Book Publishers.  p. 201] 

Erat and trahebat are inceptive imperfectives[footnoteRef:17], i.e. indicating the beginning of an action or state. In this case, Lycabas’ assuming of scales and his facial transformations, conveying an ongoing action while he was speaking[footnoteRef:18] Squamam durata  dolphins have soft skin, not scales, suggesting a lack of familiarity on Ovid’s part. 	Comment by Clare Coombe: An interesting observation! Could be worth a comparison with ancient art and its rendering of marine mammals? [17:  ibid]  [18:  Godwin, J. (2013). Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733. A&C Black. , pp. 69–70] 



676-678 Libys’ metamorphosis

676 at here is not ‘but’ as an adversative, but rather moves the focus from Lycabas to another subject, Libys[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Henderson, A. A. R. (1979). Ovid  Metamorphoses III. Bristol Classical Press. , p. 110] 


Obstantis accusative masculine plural present participle of obsto – hence agrees with ramos - the resisting oars. Obvertere is an infinitive, governed by vult. This is a specific nautical sense, meaning to turn ‘against the water’[footnoteRef:20] i.e. to move the ship forward, though they are hindered by ivy.	Comment by Clare Coombe: another helpful lexical observation [20:  ibid] 


677-78  Vidit – Libys sees and perceives the changes.[footnoteRef:21] The indirect statements implied by vidit are conveyed in several Accusative-Infinitive constructions – manus (feminine accusative plural) with resilire and esse, and pinnas with posse vocari. Note how Ovid displays his poetic skill here with an elegant chiasmus of ‘verb -noun, noun -verb’: esse – manu, pinnas- posse vocari	Comment by Clare Coombe: a nice style point: what effect does the chiasmus add? [21:  Ibid p111] 


679 – 682 The unnamed sailor’s metamorphosis 
679 Altera cupiens  Here either cupiens or altera could be pronominal uses, each implying another unnamed, man.  The suggested infinitive is supplied by dare bracchia -  to stretch out his arms[footnoteRef:22] Intortos  - is a perfect passive participle suggesting twisted, plaited, used adjectivally to modify funis. Ad + accusative conveys the sense of his attempts at actively moving his arms (ie towards the ropes) prior to him realising they are no longer there. Brachia…bracchia – the close repetition suggests the suddenness of the change.	Comment by Clare Coombe: any thoughts on the effect of Ovid moving from named individuals to the generic sailor?	Comment by Clare Coombe: A nice interpretation: check your Latin spellings! [22:  Ibid - suggests this is to unravel the rigging] 


680 Truncoque…corpore an ablative of description - with his limbless body	Comment by Clare Coombe: again, is this a deliberate contrast with the specific transformation of body parts elsewhere in the descriptions?
Repandus  this adjective is masculine and nominative, hence modifies the unnamed subject of desiluit.  Ovid employs a synechdoche, a part used to represent the whole, where undas is the sea, not just the waves.

681 In the superlative form, novissima means the hindmost, or end, (rather than newest), and modifies cauda, as does falcata from falx-cis, describing the curved tail.	Comment by Clare Coombe: good, this explains a question I had about the translation!	Comment by Clare Coombe: effect of this adjective in contrast with the simile in the following line?

682 qualia - of such a kind which introduces a simile[footnoteRef:23]  comparing them[footnoteRef:24] to the half-moon. Cornua is the subject of the passive plural verb sinuantur – bent into a curve. [23:  Ovid, & Hill, D. E. (1985). Metamorphoses I-IV. Aris & Phillips. , p. 123]  [24:  Though without correlative talis or other phrase Henderson, A. A. R. (1979). Ovid  Metamorphoses III. Bristol Classical Press. , p. 111] 



683 the remaining pirates become dolphins

683 dant saltus – ‘make leaps’[footnoteRef:25] the implication being the remaining sailors jump into the sea, undique suggesting all around the ship. [footnoteRef:26] [footnoteRef:27]	Comment by Clare Coombe: It is customary only to apply one footnote at each punctuation point. The better practice would either be to combine the two notes or to put one footnote earlier in the sentence if possible. [25:  Lewis, C. T., Freund, W., Andrews, E. A., & Short, C. (1879). A Latin dictionary. Clarendon Press.]  [26:  Henderson p111, concludes this based on a prior use of  saltus do when Acoetes leapt from the ship (3.599)Henderson, A. A. R. (1979). Ovid  Metamorphoses III. Bristol Classical Press. , p. 111]  [27:  Goodwin p71 alludes to this blurring with the description of dolphin behaviour to come Godwin, J. (2013). Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733. A&C Black. , p. 71] 


Multaque…aspergine ablative of description relating to their leaping -with much spray, from rorant  they are drenched – relating to them landing in the sea[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Godwin, J. (2013). Metamorphoses III: An Extract 511-733. A&C Black. , p. 71] 


684 emergent-que and redeunt-que describe more dolphin behaviour of rising and going back under the surface aequor, suggesting the transformation is complete. The present tense with the adverbs iterum -again and rurus – back, conveys the ongoing, repetitive motion.	Comment by Clare Coombe: a nice interpretation: would a beginner reader benefit from a comment on Ovid’s varying of tenses throughout a narrative?

685 in chori speciem like a group of dancers[footnoteRef:29] conveying their movement. Lasciva  - mischievously  [29:  Henderson, A. A. R. (1979). Ovid  Metamorphoses III. Bristol Classical Press. , p. 112] 


686 acceptum has two meanings: as a participle 'having taken in’ (as men) and 'welcome' (as dolphins).[footnoteRef:30]  Mare - seawater, a type of synecdoche where the whole (sea) refers to a part – seawater [footnoteRef:31]	Comment by Clare Coombe: interesting: again, could you elaborate on the effect? [30:  ibid]  [31:  Gildenhard, I., & Zissos, A. (2016). Ovid, Metamorphoses, 3.511-733. Open Book Publishers.  p. 204] 


It is hoped that this commentary has helped beginners to access this lively and dramatic passage of Ovid’s wonderful poem.
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Evidence  The primary evidence from the text is referenced in detail and is easy to follow. Manuscript differences and lexical interpretations are well-integrated. The bibliography is sufficient and appropriate, and the integration of this commentary with the wider commentary tradition, including ideas from other scholars, is well-applied and shows integrity.
Summary  The textual extract is given a pleasing level of context within Ovid’s wider poem and the story of Pentheus. There is a helpful level of detail for the reader approaching the passage in isolation, while the focus is maintained and brevity is achieved. The commentary clearly accompanies the given translation while also assisting a beginner approaching the Latin without the aid of the parallel English text. The intended reader is clearly kept in mind throughout.
Analysis  While the aim of the commentary is largely to aid accurate translation, there is nevertheless an awareness of the poet’s intentions, with some interesting discussion of word order and placement, and contextual interpretation of lexis. In places there may be scope for further analysis beyond observing poetic features.
Citation  Although a little rough and ready in places, the use of line references for the poem and footnotes for secondary literature is largely consistent and generally clear. The reader is guided to look beyond the limits of the commentary to other appropriate-level scholarship, and the bibliography makes this straightforward. A good range of secondary sources are cited.
Format  With the exception of a few unformatted sub-headings, the format of the commentary is very clear and well-structured. It makes it easy for a beginner to approach the passage with reference to the commentary, and the parallel text and translation benefits them further. A little proof-reading would help clear up missing points of punctuation!
Language  The translation of the chosen passage is accurate and also strikes a good balance between poetic interpretation of Ovid’s sense, on the one hand, and clarity for the reader using the English to assist understanding of the Latin on the other. The commentary makes good use of grammatical and stylistic terminology at an appropriate level for the beginner reader.
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