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Comprising fifteen books and over two hundred and fifty myths,
Ovid’s Metamorphoses is one of the longest extant Latin poems from
the ancient world and one of the most influential works in Western
culture. It is an epic on desire and transgression that became a gate-
way to the entire world of pagan mythology and visual imagination.
This, the first complete commentary in English, covers all aspects of
the text — from textual interpretation to poetics, imagination, and
ideology — and will be useful as a teaching aid and an orientation for
those who are interested in the text and its reception. Historically, the
poem’s audience includes readers interested in opera and ballet, psy-
chology and sexuality, myth and painting, feminism and posthuman-
ism, vegetarianism and metempsychosis (to name just a few outside
the area of Classical Studies).

ALESSANDRO BARCHIESTI is a professor of Classics at New York Uni-
versity, after teaching at Stanford and the University of Siena. He has
been visiting professor at Berkeley and Harvard, and his activity as a
lecturer includes the Sather Classical Lectures at Berkeley (2011), the
Nellie Wallace Lectures at Oxford (1997), the Gray Lectures at Cam-
bridge (2001), the Jerome Lectures (AAR/University of Michigan,
2002), the Housman Lecture at UC London (2009) and the Martin
Lectures at Oberlin (2012). His work combines close reading of Ro-
man literary texts (poetry and fiction) with interest in contemporary
criticism, literary theory, and reception history. He is author of inzer
alia a commentary on Ovid’s Heroides 1—3 (1992) and the Ovidian
volumes of essays 7he Poet and the Prince (1997) and Speaking Volumes
(2001), and co-editor with W. Scheidel of the Oxford Handbook of
Roman Studies (2nd ed. 2020). His forthcoming work includes 7he
War for Italia and Apuleius the Provincial.

E. J. (‘TED’) KENNEY, who died in 2019, was one of the most influ-
ential and original Latinists of his generation. He spent most of his
career at Cambridge, and held the Kennedy Chair of Latin from 1974
to 1982. Kenney is one of the most distinguished Ovidian scholars of
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all time, and this commentary on books 7—9 of Metamorphoses rep-
resents the culmination of his scholarly activity. His interpretations
combine deep analysis of the text and its language with unusual lit-
erary finesse and wit. He played a key role in the reappraisal of Ovid
that has been ongoing since the 1950s. He edited Ovid’s amatory po-
etry and some of the Appendix Vergiliana for the Oxford Classical
Texts, and he published commentaries of exemplary quality (with
accompanying freshly edited texts) on Ovid’s ‘double’ Heroides, the
pseudo-Virgilian Moretum, the tale of Cupid and Psyche in Apuleius’
Metamorphoses and Lucretius’ De rerum natura Book I11. The Classical
Text, the published version of his Sather lectures, is a history of edit-
ing from the Renaissance to the twentieth century.

j. D. REED is Professor of Classics and Comparative Literature at
Brown University. He works principally on Hellenistic and Lat-
in poetry and on the myth and cult of Adonis. He has published
a commentary on Bion of Smyrna in the Cambridge Classical Texts
and Commentaries series (1997) and Virgils Gaze (2007), a study of
the poetics of Roman identity in Virgil's Aeneid and notes to Rolfe
Humphries’ translation of the Metamorphoses (2018), as well as many
articles and book chapters on ancient Greek and Roman cultures
and their reception in the early modern period (including Humanist
Latin literature) and later.
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Foreword to E. ]. Kenneys Commentary

Alessandro Barchiesi

This commentary represents Ted Kenney’s original work on books 7—9;
the Italian version, in an excellent translation by Ilaria Marchesi, was
printed as volume 4 of the Fondazione Valla series in 2009. In the preface
there Kenney thanks Marchesi not only for her ‘elegant’ Italian rendition,
but for her patience in incorporating a steady flow of authorial updates
and pentimenti.

It was a privilege to work with Ted, and a pleasure to receive beautiful
stationery from Peterhouse, with typewritten updates: after a while I
could almost visualise the typewriter and the ribbon — ribbons were very
important to Kenney’s work, since by the 1990s the factory production
had been discontinued but a shrewd secretary had kept a stock for him. It
is touching to remember that well into the third millennium two leading
Latinists were still relying on a typewriter (Kenney) or dictation from
manuscript notes (Robin Nisbet). (For a brief showdown between the
two master commentators, see Kenney’s introductory essay to books 7-9,
where Nisbet is a champion of Virgil’s epic and of Oxford, an ideal foil
for Cambridge Ovidianism.) Ted almost made it to the transition from
the Ovidian age that he had rejuvenated in literary studies (starting from
his pathbreaking paper ‘Nequitiae Poeta’, an Ovid bimillenary publica-
tion from 1958) to the grim Covidian age that followed: he passed away
in December 2019. The last update I received was in 2013.

My epistolary contacts with him confirm the impressions one would
get from the recollections of his many friends and pupils: a great sense of
humour and wit, nourished by college life and an enthusiasm for P. G.
Wodehouse, combined with human depth. In our present context, I
want to mention that Ted did more than most to improve Classics in his
generation, establishing lines of communication between literary criti-
cism and traditional scholarship. Today he is remembered as the author
of masterful critical editions but also as an influential critic of (to name
but a few examples) Lucretius, Ovid and Apuleius. It is a beautiful

vii
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achievement to be a leading authority in both textual criticism and
literary studies, and his success as a commentator is the hinge between
the two areas. There is no need to discuss Ted’s Lebenswerk here, but
perhaps it is worth recalling the Green & Yellow, invented by him and by
Pat Easterling: this series has changed the commentary tradition in
enduring ways and helped to shape better daily practices in teaching and
research.

Kenney’s voice as a scholar is unique and his crisp style is ideal for a
commentator: in consultation with Michael Sharp (CUP’s editor but also
Kenney’s long-time friend), we decided to print his commentary on
books 7—9 and the introduction without substantial changes or updates.
Ted was a fan of Nabokov as well as of Wodehouse, and he would have
had a good laugh seeing some of us trying to imitate his style in the
updates.

There is much to be learned from his constant adoption of the point of
view of a creative writer (strategic choices, technique, style, character
development, adaptation, ‘spin’, ‘pitch’):" in Ted’s work, this approach is
regularly mixed with a characteristic sense of humour, and allows the
interpreter to capture, often in one-liners, electrifying moments of self-
reflexivity. I quote almost at random from his commentary notes:

7.76: et iam fortis erat, pulsusque resederat ardor: or so she had bullied
herself into thinking ....

7.84: casu: the word calls for mental inverted commas: there was of
course no ‘chance’ about it.

7.100—58: He gives a further twist to the knife when Jason reappears as
one of the participants in the Calydonian Hunt. Even judged by the
prevailing standard of ineptitude there displayed his performance is
undistinguished (8.411-13n.).

7.185—6: The motif ‘all the world was at rest, with the exception of ...” has
a long history extending from Homer through Dryden to Frank Sinatra’s
‘In the wee small hours of the morning’.

7.608—9: in altos ... rogos: altus is a stock epithet of funeral pyres, here
with an ironical nuance; they are lofty because of the heaps of corpses

piled on higgledy-piggledy.

' In fact, some of my best NYU students have experience of screenwriting as an academic subject,
and they regularly seem to enjoy Kenney’s approach to Ovidian poetics.
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7.811—20: If anybody is overdoing things, it is Fate, not the poet.
8.177 amplexus et opem ... tulit: ‘in that order! — one of 0.’s best syllepses’.

8.433 The poet allows his characters a spluttering ineffectual protest —
dealt with by Meleager in very short order — against his manipulation of
the tradition of which they are part.

8.726 ... for the very good reason that it was his own past that had been
played back to him, a characteristic nudge to the reader: much of what
he had been listening to he would have recognised as drawn from
Callimachus’ narrative of his own reception in a similarly humble estab-
lishment (611—724n.).

9.349 nescierat soror hoc: cf. 336 fatorum nescia; authorial irony — she could
hardly have been expected to be conversant with a story which the poet
has either just made up or disinterred from some excessively obscure
source.

9.507-8. Her questions are pregnant with intertextual irony, inviting the
reader to infer that her literary preparations for her heroine’s role,
compared particularly with those of Medea (a survivor), are inadequate:
she knows her Homer and the Hellenistic poets (s11—12n.), but not her
Euripides or her Ovid.

9.5s11-12 More intertextual irony; she wistfully envisages the alternative
version of the story in which it was Caunus who made the first move
(430-665n.).

What would an update of this work look like? I am ready to bet that
Kenney’s (implicitly postmodern) grasp of irony, his awareness of Ovid’s
self-conscious Muse,” and his command of poetic diction will still be
useful no matter what the new centre of interest is. Then, of course, not
every new commentary can control and contain the proliferation of
meanings generated by the text, especially when generational change is
also intense cultural change, as happens to people whose life straddles the
second millennium and the third. Based on my own experience as a
historically contingent reader of Ovid, gender studies still have a space
for growth in the interpretation of the epic. To name just one example, if
one focuses on the Iphis episode at the end of book 9, an episode of sex

* Hinds 1987, a turning point in the history of studies in Ovidian poetics, started out as a disserta-
tion supervised by Kenney.
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change that remains puzzling even after Ted’s analysis, I must say that the
episode looks different to me after I read a paper that came out just a tad
too late to be included in the commentary notes, and it is a paper that
uses the inspiration of queer studies (as well as anthropological models):
Deborah Kamen, ‘Naturalized Desires and the Metamorphosis of Iphis’,
Helios 39 (2012), 21-36. It is good news for studies of ancient literature
that after two millennia of reception the Metamorphoses still has impor-
tance during an age of rapid cultural change and new somatic economies:
commentators should be aware of change, and of the contingency of
their work, when discussing, of all ancient works, a text entitled
Metamorphoses.
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Preface

Alessandro Barchiesi

This commentary on Ovid’s Metamorphoses is a revised version of the
work published in Italian by the Fondazione Lorenzo Valla (5 vols.,
between 2005 and 2013), with five commentators covering three books
each. The original work also included a facing Italian translation by
Ludovica Koch and Gioachino Chiarini and a fascinating essay by
Charles Segal (‘Il corpo e l'io nelle “Metamorfosi” di Ovidio’). We dedi-
cate this publication to him (he did not live to see the publication of the
Italian first volume) and to Ted Kenney, who passed away in December
2019 (the last month before the current plague). They are both, in their
own different ways, examples of resilience and true humanism.

The commentaries have been revised and updated, although one of them
on a limited scale: I did not dare to alter Kenney’s work after his death, but
his notes and introduction to books 7—9 incorporate a number of revisions
he made subsequent to the publication of the Italian volume (2011). The
other four commentators have engaged in a more extensive rewriting.

The Valla project was based on the important OCT critical edition by
Richard Tarrant (2004): the Latin text is not included in this publication
since readers may want to use our work as a companion to that widely
available critical edition. At times the commentators here diverge from
the text printed by Tarrant, and their choices are recorded in a ‘Note on
the Text’ introducing every triad of books.

The goal has not changed: we hope to offer guidance on the poem as a
literary work to many different readers, keeping in mind the exciting
reality that many people today are coming to the Metamorphoses from the
most diverse backgrounds and paths. Whether they are interested in the
history of Latin poetry or in the lush Caribbean myths of Chris Ofili, in
mutations of gender and species or the transmigration of souls, we hope
to have provided some orientation.

I thank my companions on this long journey for their patience and
inspiration.

xi
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