RS904: Week 5

Ovid in the Renaissance 

Rich Rabone and Bobby Xinyue


In this seminar we will examine the reception of Ovid’s Metamorphoses (AD 8) in the European Renaissance. Often referred to as ‘the Bible of artists and painters’, the Metamorphoses was hugely important for not only Renaissance visual culture, but also early modern Latin and vernacular literature. This seminar will explore why this Latin poem became one of the most influential texts for Renaissance humanists; and consider what its popularity can tell us about Renaissance intellectual activity.

The ‘taught section’ of the seminar will consist of two parts. 

In Part I (led by Bobby Xinyue), we will look briefly at the Metamorphoses itself, asking questions about the poem’s genre and recurring themes, as well as the nature of Ovid’s sensibility. Following this, we will focus on the poem’s history of reception from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, and discuss how the different interpretations of the Metamorphoses underpinned its multifaceted and polysemous significance for Renaissance humanists.

In Part II (led by Rich Rabone), we will examine the poem’s vernacular afterlife, the rise of allegoresis, and the humanist mythographers whose work provided alternative ways of accessing and interpreting the familiar Ovidian myths. We will see what translations of the Metamorphoses can tell us about how the poem was read, and examine the incorporation of select mythological tales into vernacular literature, taking case studies from early modern Spain. In all of this we will ask: when Renaissance authors and artists respond to the Metamorphoses, is it really ‘Ovid’ that they are reading? 


You are asked to read all of the following primary texts:

(i) Ovid, Metamorphoses 
- Acis, Galatea, Polyphemus (book 13.738–897)
- Icarus (book 8.183–235)
- Phaethon (book 1.747 – book 2.400)

Preferred editions: Loeb edition or Penguin edition trans. D. Raeburn, 2004. (PA6522.M2 R33)

(ii) Francesco Petrarca, Canzoniere 23 (an online bilingual edition)

(iii) Giovanni Pontano, Eridanus 
- book 1, poems 1, 2, 12
- book 2, poems 18

Preferred edition: L. Roman, Giovanni Gioviano Pontano: On Married Love & Eridanus, I Tatti Library, 2014, Harvard. (PA8570.P5 A2) 


(iv) Luis de Góngora, ‘Fábula de Polifemo y Galatea’. 

Parallel text editions: Alexander A. Parker, Luis de Góngora, Polyphemus and Galatea: A Study in the Interpretation of a Baroque Poem (Edinburgh: UP, 1977), with translation by Gilbert F. Cunningham; OR in John Dent-Young, ed. and tr., Selected Poems of Luis de Góngora: A Bilingual Edition (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2007). 

(v) Beyond Ovid – Icarus and Phaethon 

Dossier to be distributed separately, covering mythographical explanations of the tales (e.g. Natale Conti’s ‘Mythologiae’), emblem literature, and appearances of the two myths in Renaissance sonnets.  

Questions to consider when you read the primary texts:

1. What, if any, are the connections between the three Ovidian myths (Acis, Icarus, Phaethon)?

2. What is the Metamorphoses about?

3. How does Petrarch engage with the Metamorphoses? And what is significant about it?

4. What does Pontano’s creative dialogue with Ovid tell us about humanist literary culture?

5. What relationship is there between Góngora’s version of the Acis/Galatea/Polyphemus tale, and that of Ovid? 

6. How are the Icarus and Phaethon myths presented in these sonnets and emblems? And what sort of knowledge of these myths is it assumed that the reader will have? 


Secondary scholarship. Choose two or three from each of sections A–C. 

(A) On the Metamorphoses

Fantham, E. (2004), Ovid’s Metamorphoses (Oxford), Chapters 2 and 10.
Johnson, P. (2008), Ovid Before Exile: Art and Punishment in the Metamorphoses (Madison, WI).
Keith, A. M. (1992), The Play of Fictions: Studies in Ovid’s Metamorphoses Book 2 (Ann Arbor, MI).
Hardie, P. (2002), Ovid’s Poetics of Illusion (Cambridge), Chapter 3.

(B) On the poem’s reception

Barkan, L. (1986), The Gods Made Flesh: Metamorphosis and the Pursuit of Paganism (New Haven: Yale University Press).
Barrow, C. (2002), ‘Re-embodying Ovid: Renaissance Afterlives’, in P. Hardie (ed.), Cambridge Companion to Ovid (Cambridge), 301-19. 
Fumo, J. C. (2014), ‘Commentary and Collaboration in the Medieval Allegorical Tradition’, in J. F. Miller and C. E. Newlands (eds), A Handbook to the Reception of Ovid (Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell), 114-28.
Kilgour, M. (2012), Milton and the Metamorphosis of Ovid (Oxford), esp. pp. 264-72.
Mack. P. and North, J. (eds) (2015), The Afterlife of Ovid (London).
Rudd, N. (1988), ‘Daedalus and Icarus (i) From Rome to the end of the Middle Ages’ and ‘Daedalus and Icarus (ii) From the Renaissance to the present day’, in C. Martindale (ed.), Ovid Renewed: Ovidian Influences on Literature and Art from the Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century (Cambridge), 21-53.

(C) On the redeployment of Ovid/mythology in the Renaissance in general, and in Spain in particular: 

Cossío, José María de, Fábulas mitológicas en España (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1952). 
De Armas, Frederick A., ed., Ovid in the Age of Cervantes (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). 
Hartmann, Anna-Maria, English Mythography in its European Context 1500–1650, Classical Presences (Oxford: OUP, 2018). 
Martínez Berbel, Juan Antonio, El mundo mitológico de Lope de Vega. Siete comedias mitológicas de inspiración ovidiana (Madrid: Fundación Universitaria Española, 2003). 
Noble Wood, Oliver J., A Tale Blazed Through Heaven: Imitation and Invention in the Golden Age of Spain (Oxford: OUP, 2014), especially pp. 12–49, on ‘Mythological Sources’. 
Schevill, Rudolph, Ovid and the Renascence in Spain (Berkeley: UCP, 1913). 
Seznec, Jean, The Survival of the Pagan Gods. The Mythological Tradition and its Place in Renaissance Humanism and Art, tr. Barbara F. Sessions (New York: Pantheon, 1953). 
Torres, Isabel, ed., Rewriting Classical Mythology in the Hispanic Baroque (Woodbridge: Tamesis, 2007), especially Torres’s introduction, pp. 1–16. 
Welles, Marcia L., Arachne’s Tapestry: The Transformation of Myth in Seventeenth-Century Spain (San Antonio: Trinity UP, 1986). 
Wind, Edgar, Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance (New Haven: YUP, 1958). 

(D) On specific mythological tales and their reception in Spain: 
NB: these are not required for the seminar, but may be of use for further research or potential essays, whether you write on Spanish material or are seeking comparisons for other vernacular treatments of the same myths. This has been a fertile area of Spanish-language scholarship, but useful studies in English are those by Barnard (on Apollo and Daphne), Turner (on Icarus), and especially Noble Wood (on Mars, Venus, and Vulcan). 

Barnard, Mary E., The Myth of Apollo and Daphne from Ovid to Quevedo: Love, Agon, and the Grotesque (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1987). 
Cabañas, Pedro, El mito de Orfeo en la literatura española (Madrid: CSIC, 1949). 
Cebrián García, José, La fábula de Marte y Venus de Juan de la Cueva: Significación y sentido (Sevilla: Secretariado de Publicaciones, 1986). 
—, El mito de Adonis en la poesía de la edad de oro (Barcelona: Promociones y Publicaciones Universitarias, 1988). 
Cristóbal, Vicente, Mujer y piedra. El mito de Anaxárete en la literatura española (Huelva: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Huelva, 2002). 
Escobar Borrego, Francisco Javier, El mito de Psique y Cupido en la poesía española del siglo XVI, Literatura, 65 (Sevilla: Universidad de Sevilla, 2002). 
Gallego Morell, Antonio, El mito de Faetón en la literatura española (Madrid: CSIC, 1961). 
Mora del Baño, Francisco, El tema de Hero y Leandro en la literatura española (Murcia: Publicaciones de la Universidad de Murcia, 1966). 
Noble Wood, Oliver J., A Tale Blazed Through Heaven: Imitation and Invention in the Golden Age of Spain (Oxford: OUP, 2014). 
Turner, John H., The Myth of Icarus in Spanish Renaissance Poetry (London: Tamesis, 1976). 
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