Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.710-725
The popularity and influence of Bacchus, son of Semele, spreads throughout Thebes, bringing about a cultural shift in Theban society abhorred by its king, Pentheus. Despite his councillors’ disapproval, Pentheus intends to rid Thebes of its new penchant for luxury and orders his slaves to bring him Bacchus in chains. Failing to do so, Pentheus takes matters into his own hands, and journeys into the sacred mountains of Cithaeron. Hearing the Bacchic worshippers’ wild cries ringing between the trees, Pentheus begins to lose confidence in his actions. About halfway up the mountain, Pentheus stumbles into a clearing in full sight of the Bacchic worshippers there:
Here[,][footnoteRef:1] seeing the sacred rites with [his] profane eyes [,] / [his] mother was first to see him, was first to have been spurred on [by] a mad dash, / was first to have hurled the thyrsus [and] violate her own Pentheus and ‘O [my] two sisters’[footnoteRef:2] [his] mother cried ‘Come sisters! / That wild boar, who was the tallest one in our fields, /That wild boar must be slain for me.’ The whole of the raving mob descends onto the one man; /They all come together and follow the anxious man, / [A Pentheus-] Now alarmed, now speaking fewer violent words, / now condemning himself, now admitting that he made a mistake. / Nevertheless, ‘Bring help, aunt’ he said, injured [,] / ‘Autonoe! Let the shadows of Actaeon move [your] spirit!’/ That woman does not know who Actaeon [is] and took the right hand away from the begging man, / the other was torn to pieces by Ino as [she] snatched it away. / The ill-fated man does not have arms to extend to [his] mother, / but after having [his] limbs torn off and displaying [his] mutilated wounds [,] / he says ‘[Please] Look/consider, mother’  [1:  Ingo Gildenhard & Andrew Zissos (Eds. & transl.), Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.511-733 (Open Book Publishers, 2016), Accessed online April 24th, 2024, p. 213.]  [2:  Ingo Gildenhard & Andrew Zissos (Eds. & transl.), Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.511-733 (Open Book Publishers, 2016), Accessed online April 24th, 2024, p. 214; Though gemina carries the meaning of two people born at the same time, Gildenhard and Zissos suggest in their commentary that it should be understood as Agave calling upon her two sisters, Autonoe and Ino, despite them not being twins. They provide the translation of ‘twofold’, however, I have gone with the translation of ‘two sisters’ as it gives a sense of pathos in the English translation, perhaps a moment of clarity before she rallies her sisters to kill her son. ] 
hic oculis illum cernentem sacra profanis               710
prima videt, prima est insano concita cursu,
prima suum misso violavit Penthea thyrso
mater et 'o geminae' clamavit 'adeste sorores!
ille aper, in nostris errat qui maximus agris,
ille mihi feriendus aper.' ruit omnis in unum           715
turba furens; cunctae coeunt trepidumque sequuntur,
iam trepidum, iam verba minus violenta loquentem,
iam se damnantem, iam se peccasse fatentem.
saucius ille tamen 'fer opem, matertera' dixit
'Autonoe! moveant animos Actaeonis umbrae!'       720
illa, quis Actaeon, nescit dextramque precanti
abstulit, Inoo lacerata est altera raptu.
non habet infelix quae matri bracchia tendat,
trunca sed ostendens dereptis vulnera membris       
'adspice, mater!' ait.                                             725
(Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.710-725) 





Introduction
This passage is an excerpt taken from ‘The Story of Pentheus and Bacchus’, the concluding tale of Book 3 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Divided into fifteen books, or chapters, and written entirely in hexameter, the Metamorphoses is perhaps Publius Ovidius Nasso’s (43BCE-17CE), greatest work of poetry.[footnoteRef:3] Stringing together the many interconnected and stand-alone mythological of his time, Ovid creates a cohesive, chronological history of the Greco-Roman world through the idea of transformation, metamorphosis. The story of Pentheus and Bacchus fits into the Theban Cycle, a collection of stories with many thematic links that take place in Thebes and that follows the descendants of its founder, Cadmus. A major theme through the narrative analyzed here is the contrast between Bacchus, who, despite being a male god, represents luxury and femininity, and Pentheus. Throughout the narrative, Pentheus stands in for ideals of toxic masculinity, the contrast between their two ideals overlaps and their situations change quite drastically.[footnoteRef:4] While there is a lot to unpack in the section translated above, the following section will provide a line-by-line literary commentary that focuses on ideas of power, law, and justice. [3:  Ingo Gildenhard & Andrew Zissos (Eds. & transl.), Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.511-733 (Open Book Publishers, 2016), Accessed online April 24th, 2024, p.3.]  [4:  For more on this dynamic, see Micaela Jana, Reflections in a Serpent’s Eye: Thebes in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 212-217.] 

Line-by-Line Commentary 
710-713 hic oculis….sorores: These first few lines establish a new power dynamic for Pentheus. It is here, in the clearing, marked by the adverb hic, that Pentheus, the source of illum (710), loses agency as a character, the power he previously held, not only over his domain, but also over his future. This change is demonstrated in the very first line (710) with the side-by-side appearance of the antitheses, sacra and profanes. The contrast serves to highlight Pentheus’s lack of belonging to the scene he walked into, to turn Pentheus into a foreigner on his own land. Working in combination with cernentem and oculis, there is a distinction made between Pentheus as profane in a sacred environment, as a mundane body taking in a sacred and spiritual powers. 
The change in power dynamic is also conveyed through the shift in perspective, wherein the observer becomes the observed (710-11). As Pentheus gazes upon the rite, he is seen by the delayed subject of videt, mater (713) and, through the prima anaphora between subject and verb, not only turns into the weaker figure, but becomes prey to the higher powers he had previously scoffed (see lines 512-515). The increasing lengths of each segment of the anaphora and the changes in the verbs, from present to perfect and active to passive, quickly moves the reader from acts of seeing and slows down on the more serious acts of violence. It focuses on the fact that not only was she the first to see her son but the first to harm him, eliciting for perhaps the first time in the story, a sense of Pathos towards Pentheus. 
 The scene as a whole is an antithesis seen in lines 712-713 where those of mother and son, mater and Penthea stand in contrast to the violavit she commits to her son. There is also a sense of antithesis when taken overall when contrasting the mother, who is meant to love her son, ultimately instigating an act of homicide. This theme of family conflict, mixed with gender struggles and changes is a common one in the Theban cycle.[footnoteRef:5] The familial nature of this violence, along with the anaphora, lend the whole scene an air of pathos towards Pentheus, a previously unsympathetic character and a sense of his impending doom. It is also in the anaphora that we get the explanation that Agave’s violence was moved by madness. While there is some debate as to nature of this madness and its ability to justify the violence against her son, it has been generally understood as a divinely inspired madness.”[footnoteRef:6] Whether or not she was suffused with a divine power, I believe this middle section of the anaphora marks a change from Agave the mother to Agave, representative of a divine will. It is a position that she holds throughout the rest of the passage and her actions are done in honour of the god she worships.   [5:  Patricia Salzman-Mitchell, “Madness or Agency? Murdering mothers in Ovid’s Metamorphoses: Procne, Agave, and Ino,” Classical World vol. 115: no. 1 (Fall 2021), accessed online April 24th, 2024, p. 25.]  [6:  Patricia Salzman-Mitchell, “Madness or Agency? Murdering mothers in Ovid’s Metamorphoses: Procne, Agave, and Ino,” Classical World vol. 115: no. 1 (Fall 2021), accessed online April 24th, 2024, p. 25-26; see article for discussion on connection between women, insanity, and divinity.] 

While no conjunctions were added for the flow of the anaphora in the Latin, I added ‘and’ in the last segment to facilitate the meaning and flow in the English translation. When Agave calls her sisters, she call adeste, which, as the imperative plural of adsum, adesse, conveys an order to be ‘to be present’ or ‘to be at hand’ in the location where the speaker is and was therefore taken to mean ‘come’ in this situation. 
714-715 ille aper…aper: Pentheus is the wild boar, aper, that Agave desires to have killed. The difference between this section and most of the other tales of the Metamorphoses is that Pentheus was never physically transformed into a boar. This allusion may be a comment on his character or situation, particularly on the dynamic between prey and predator. Regardless of what it might mean, it is also possible that Ovid included it to further cement the presence of transformation in Pentheus’ story. An integral part of his retelling of mythological narratives was highlighting the idea of metamorphoses, but the traditional narrative of Pentheus and Bacchus does not contain any transformations – Ovid’s inclusion of Acotoes’ story, the once-pirate and now Bacchic priest presented to Pentheus by his slaves instead of the Bacchus, was also perhaps to add a transformation that would not have otherwise existed.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Ingo Gildenhard & Andrew Zissos (Eds. & transl.), Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.511-733 (Open Book Publishers, 2016), Accessed online April 24th, 2024, p18. For an English translation of the story told by Acotoes see Rolfe Humphries (Trans. by), Ovid Metamorphoses, annotated by Joseph D. Reid (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2023), p. 75-79.] 

Attention can also be drawn to the spelling of errat (714), which has an extra ‘r’. The duplicated letter was a metric necessity as it turns a typically short syllable into a long one and gives the line a clean scansion of six feet. There is also an ellipsis of a second erat (715) which works with feriendus to convey the sense of necessity in Agave’s request to the worshippers. She does not want Pentheus killed, she needs him to be brought to her. It is also important to note the parallel this makes to Pentheus’ earlier request to his slaves to have Bacchus brought to him in chains. It emphasizes how much Pentheus has changed, a king with councillors, slaves, and a kingdom he ruled now reduced to a wild creature hunted by women.  
715-718: ruit omnis…fatentem: The unum here refers once again to Pentheus. As the worshippers come together intent on murdering the anxious Pentheus (715-716), there is a slight shift back to Pentheus in the narrative perspective, marked by the repetition of trepidum at the end of line 716 and in the first part of the iam anaphora (717). Though not marked by a shift in case, the change in construction and use of present participles transports the readers from the worshippers and brings the reader back to Pentheus’ present perspective and situation. The purpose of the shift is to show how Pentheus’ character has changed. The previously confident, sure, and angry Pentheus now stands in contrast to this frightened man, no longer spewing vitriol of the extravagant god, and understands where he erred and gains awareness of his fate. While the lines up until now had stripped Pentheus of humanity, voice and agency, the anaphora momentarily returns this to him to share his internal thoughts. These not only show his vulnerable state, emphasizing the drastic change in demeanor since entering the clearing, but also a moment of awareness and understanding of what is happening to him. 
719-720 saucius ille…umbrae: The present subjunctive, moveant, has a jussive function here to create the soft imperative plea Pentheus directs to his aunt, Autonoe. He asks her to help him in honour of her son, Actaeon, who faced a similar situation after watching the goddess Diana bathing with her nymphs in a spring and was turned into a stag and killed by his own hunting dogs.[footnoteRef:8] The story of Actaeon is one that appears earlier on in Book 3 of the Metamorphoses.[footnoteRef:9] There are many thematic similarities to be drawn between the narratives of the two cousins and by appealing to her (presumed) love of her son, Pentheus brings awareness them forward to both the readers and his aunt. Though unlike Actaeon, Pentheus never physically transforms into an animal, they both transgress the laws of the gods, witness women in a wild, divine setting, and are ultimately violently killed for their crimes.  [8:  Rolfe Humphries (Trans. by), Ovid Metamorphoses, annotated by Joseph D. Reid (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2023), p. 61-64.]  [9:  For an English translation of the Story of Actaeon, see Rolfe Humphries (Trans. by), Ovid Metamorphoses, annotated by Joseph D. Reid (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2023), p. 61-64.] 

Though the pathos elicited by both narratives, makes the two young men seem like victims of harsh deities, there is also an element in justice in their deaths. Throughout the tales of the Metamorphoses, it becomes clear that while human laws govern human settlements, there is another set of laws governing the realm outside those settlements, one in which both young men transgressed. It was a law which was inherently violent and required “our obedience regardless of our subjective appreciation of its rationality, morality, or utility.”[footnoteRef:10] One where the reasoning behind the crime, Actaeon and Pentheus’s intention on transgression the legal boundaries of the gods, was of no importance and bore no influence on the level of punishment.[footnoteRef:11] Having recognized his crime in lines 717-18 and now facing the reality of his punishment with the mention of his cousin, Pentheus pleads with his aunt to help him escape his fate as she could not help her son.        [10:  Micaela Jana, Reflections in a Serpent’s Eye: Thebes in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 208. ]  [11:  Micaela Jana, Reflections in a Serpent’s Eye: Thebes in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 209.] 

721-722 illa…raptu: Unfortunately, just as his mother was not swayed from violence by family ties, so his aunt was not deterred. Autonoe’s reasoning being that she does not know who Actaeon even is, despite him being her son. It is here that there is an interesting placement of an ellipse of the verb to be, between the interrogative subordinate clause quis…actaeon, which mirrors her lack of memory of her son. While there are many possibilities for this, it possible that Autonoe, standing as figure of divine punishment, was not in a position to recognize familial ties in this situation. Given the legal system mentioned above, she understood that the ties of family bore no influence on the punishment meted out for crimes. 
The statement should perhaps better be understood as her recognition of the nature of the law: “the law [was] an absolute, and must be obeyed without question.”[footnoteRef:12] It was not that Autonoe did not remember what happened to her son, but that there was no place for that understanding and compassion in the process at hand. That much like his cousin Actaeon, Pentheus had to pay the price for his crime with his death, even if this justice was brought at the hands of his mother and aunt. The moral rightness of her position can even be seen in how she took his right hand first, and is further emphasized by the metric emphasis of the line. After scanning the line, the second through fourth feet of hexameter are all long syllables, putting verbal emphasis on her not knowing Actaeon and the right hand (Actaeon nescit dextram). It also creates a moment of heightened pathos and sympathy towards the situation the reader is forced to slow down and focus on this moment of familial violence.   [12:  Micaela Jana, Reflections in a Serpent’s Eye: Thebes in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 209.] 

723-725 non habet…ait: The pathos of above culminates in this scene of Pentheus, torn apart and in pieces, tries to extend his non-existent arms to his mother and pleads with her one last time to stop. The subjunctive in this subordinate clause helping to give that sense of a result that would never come to fruition. Though not the end of the epic, it does represent the culmination of Pentheus’ fall which began when he first walked into the clearing. A process which started out more symbolically with power dynamics, invading his mind with vulnerability and a lack of agency, before manifesting physically. His physically broken state is echoed in the varied words used to convey how broken he is in line 724. His death follows shortly after, being torn to pieces by the mob of bacchic worshippers. 
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