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Book XV of Ovid's Metamorphoses contains a lengthy soliloquy spoken by the fic-
tionalized figure of the ancient philosopher, Pythagoras. In the past few decades, Ovid's
Pythagoras episode has been the subject of much scholarly debate. Critics have generally
agreed that the poet is being playful with Pythagorean philosophy. Yet even those critics
who argue for the episode as parody recognise that parts of Pythagoras' speech correlate
with the themes of the first fourteen books of the Metamorphoses. Ovid's fusion of come-
dy and gravity in this pivotal scene suggests that the poet meant to offset its significance.
Perhaps the poet deliberately voiced serious sentiments through a character who would
speak with "unheeded lips" (516). When read for its more serious content, Pythagoras'
speech brings much unity to the first fourteen books of the Metamorphoses and compli-
cates the seemingly straightforward conclusion of the poem.

In 1966, Brooks Otis argued for Pythagoras' speech as a "philosophic 'digression' by
which Ovid, like Virgil in Aeneid VI, tried to give dignity and solemnity to his patriotic-
Augustan ending."1 In his Ovid as an Epic Poet, Otis places great emphasis on the end of
Pythagoras' speech, especially the point at which the philosopher recalls Helenus' prophe-
cy for Rome. Ovid's Pythagoras reports that Helenus foresees "that men descended / from
Trojans are to found a city, and / no city is or shall be greater than / that city" (530). Otis
identifies the recounted prophecy as "the Augustan orientation" of Pythagoras' philosophi-
cal digression. Yet Otis feels Ovid's plan for Book XV was an "external one which devel-
ops a motif that [is] peripheral rather than central to the preceding sections."2

In 1969, Charles Segal agreed with Otis' argument, saying: "Ovid wanted to create an
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Augustan epic, but was incapable of doing so."3 However, Segal contends that the
Pythagorean episode is meant to be parody, and thus "both the 'historical' and 'philosophi-
cal' sections of the closing books […] do not contrast so markedly with the rest of the
poem."4 Segal sees "wit and playfulness" in Ovid's rendering of Pythagoras.5 He ques-
tions how "the cultured Roman of Ovid's day" would read the figure, noting that
Pythagoreans at this time were regarded as "a dubious and suspicious lot."6 According to
Segal, Pythagorean vegetarianism "seems to have been a point of special ridicule in
Roman literature."7 Citing examples from Horace and Juvenal, Segal points out that the
dietary laws of vegetarianism were "often satirized as mildly inane."8 More recent schol-
ars have continued to read Ovid's Pythagoras speech with scepticism. John F. Miller
argues that "against the background of the other speakers in the Metamorphoses,
Pythagoras' single-minded, somewhat rambling, and interminable speech comes off like
the sermon of a windbag."9 Citing Callimachus and Horace, Miller maintains that the
Pythagorean belief in metempsychosis, the transmigration of the soul, was also a subject
of ridicule in the Graeco-Roman world. Miller argues that Ovid's depiction ofPythagoras'
memory of his past life as "Euphorbus, son of Panthous" is meant to be a playful parody
of the philosopher Pythagoras' "grand claim to recall an earlier death."10 From Miller's
contention, one could conclude that Ovid is also being playful, as Pythagoras' primary
agenda seems to be to promote vegetarianism, not to philosophize metempsychosis.

Yet even as critics offer a playful reading of the Pythagoras episode, they recognise
that there is material in the speech that "contains some serious import for the poem as a
whole."11 Although we may question "the vehicle [with] which Ovid has chosen to con-
vey"12 the more significant material, we must still examine the possibly relevant substance
of the speech. Brooks Otis focuses on Helenus' prophecy and so-called Augustan ideology
in his reading of the Pythagoras episode, but what is remarkable about the speech is,
arguably, its emphasis on a world in flux. A closer reading of Pythagoras' philosophies
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reveals that there is much in the speech that correlates with the first fourteen books of the
Metamorphoses.

Ovid's Pythagoras speech can be seen as a device that brings great unity to the pre-
ceding books of the poem. As Pythagoras argues for vegetarianism using the theory of
metempsychosis, he recalls his past life as Euphorbus. Yet in a movement to more univer-
sal philosophy, Pythagoras claims that "all things change, but no thing dies" (519). For
Pythagoras, the spirit "occupies a body, but / it never perishes" (519). After reading the
first fourteen books of the Metamorphoses, the philosopher's statement rings true. When
Ovid illustrates metamorphosis, he often contemplates the spirit that remains as form
changes. In Book II of the poem, Jove rapes Callisto and the nymph is "banished from
Diana's band" (55). Juno punishes Callisto by turning her into a bear. We are told that
Callisto's "arms began to sprout rough, shaggy / black hairs" and "her hands began to
curve and lengthen into hooked claws" (56). Yet as a bear Callisto "retains the mind she
had before, / and shows her suffering with endless moans" (56). Even when Ovid does
not focus on the psychology of a metamorphosis, he often shows the enduring spirit
through a relationship between the original and changed forms. For example, when
Niobe's children are killed by Apollo and Diana, grief makes "her stony, stiff" and "her
face is deathly pale" while "above sad cheeks, / her eyes stare motionless" (189).
Fittingly, Niobe is "carried to her native land" and transformed into a rock that "sheds
tears" (189).

Furthermore, in his philosophy of metempsychosis, Pythagoras stresses a certain
unpredictability and randomness of the transmigration of the soul. He believes that "the
spirit wanders: here and there, at will, / the soul can journey from an animal / into a
human body, and from us / to beasts" (519). Ovid has illustrated the randomness of trans-
migration throughout the first fourteen books of his poem. In Book IX, Iole tells the story
of the metamorphosis of her sister, Dryope. She relates how Dryope picked "some blos-
soms to delight her infant son" and how "drops of blood" dripped "down from the blos-
soms" (302). Later, Iole discovers that a "nymph had changed into this plant" in order to
escape "lewd Priapus" (302). Dryope is changed into a tree for her actions yet she is able
to communicate some final words. She begs that her son be kept "far from pools; and he
must not / pluck any flowers from trunks" as "any bush / he sees […] may be / the body of
a goddess" (304). Although Dryope's advice for her son seems overly cautious, the meta-
morphoses Ovid narrates are often characterized by the randomness of which she speaks.

12 Ibid.11 Segal, 280.
12 Ibid.
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Pythagoras' belief in the permanence of the soul and the unpredictability of transmigration
in a world of universal change appears to correspond with Ovid's conception of metamor-
phosis.

As Ovid's Pythagoras digresses from his lecture on vegetarianism and metempsy-
chosis, he begins to speak passionately about flux in the world at large. The philosopher
illustrates the movement of time as "a river, flowing on an endless course" (520). He
describes the metamorphoses that occur as night becomes day, as flowers grow, as seasons
change, and as children mature. Yet Pythagoras also refers to the decline of the ages from
"gold to iron" (523), an allusion that recalls Book I of the Metamorphoses. In Book I
Ovid provides a detailed account of "the four ages," beginning with the first age in which
"no law / and no compulsion [were] needed" (6). During this "age of gold" the forests
"stood unfelled" (6) and the Earth "offered all that one might need" (7). According to
Ovid, quality of life declined with the "silver age" and "the race of bronze" (7). The "last
age was hard iron" and "this, the worst of ages, […] gave way to every foul impiety" (8).
Ovid tells us that Jove washes the impious inhabitants of the age of iron from the Earth
with a flood to begin again with "a new race, one far different from the first" (12). Ovid's
inclusion of the myth of the decline of the four ages in Pythagoras' speech suggests that
the poet wishes to imply that he and his character are working with similar material.

Moreover, Pythagoras continues his speech with a discussion of changing landscapes
and places. He remarks that he has "seen / what once was solid land turn into sea, / and
what before was sea turn into land" (523). He says that while "here nature has new foun-
tains flow, […] here / she blocks their course" (523). Yet in this part of the speech,
Pythagoras moves from universals back to particulars, and the examples he cites evoke
some of the metamorphoses Ovid has described in the previous books. Pythagoras begins
to list various bodies of water, the natures of which have changed over time. He cites
"Anigrus' waters" that, once "pure enough / to drink," are now "better left untouched / […]
for there the biform centaurs bathed the wounds / inflicted by the bow of Hercules" (523-
524). Pythagoras' mention of Hercules recalls Ovid's treatment of the Hercules myths
throughout the first fourteen books of the poem. The connection between poet and charac-
ter is emphasized by Pythagoras' apparent awareness of the relationship as he makes the
disclaimer, "unless all that the poets sing is false" (524). Throughout this part of
Pythagoras' speech, the philosopher refers to metamorphoses that Ovid could easily have
included in his poem. He also overlaps with Ovid's material twice more, mentioning both
"Salmacis' horrid pool" of Book IV and the voyage of Jason's Argo of Book VII. As
Pythagoras catalogues various metamorphoses in the natural world, the character and his
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author seem one and the same. If one reads Pythagoras' speech for its relationship to the
first fourteen books of the Metamorphoses, one could conclude that Ovid believes that
nature is organised by principles of change and flux.

The serious and relevant material in Ovid's Pythagorean episode rivals the parodic
and playful segments. Ovid has combined humour and solemnity in Pythagoras' speech.
At the beginning and end of the scene, the character Pythagoras' presence is overwhelming
as he argues, humorously, for vegetarianism. Yet during the middle parts of the speech,
Pythagoras' presence seems to give way to a different voice, possibly the poet's. Perhaps
Ovid's humour is an "external [plan]"13 to offset the weight of the more serious parts of the
speech. Ovid may have intentionally chosen to speak significant words through a figure
who would lecture "with learned but unheeded lips" (516). As Pythagoras' speech shifts
from flux in the natural world to a discussion of changing eras, he speaks of the rise and
fall of cities and nations. If the episode is read without entertaining the notion that it is
parodic, this section of the speech can be seen as subversive and radical.

Otis feels that Ovid has Pythagoras meditate on the power of Rome in an attempt to
assert Augustan themes in the conclusion of the poem.14 He calls the section "Apotheosis
Romuli," the apotheosis of Rome.15 Yet what Otis appears to forget is that Pythagoras'
speech is about a world that is organized by principles of change. Pythagoras introduces
his contemplation of empire saying, "here some nations gain and grow in strength, there
others lose the day" (529). The philosopher recalls that "Troy had might and men and
wealth" while "now, razed, all she can show are ancient ruins--- / her only riches are
ancestral tombs" (529). Pythagoras points out that "the land of Sparta now / is worthless;
proud Mycenae is laid low" (530). He asks, "what has the Thebes of Oedipus to show /
except for her own name?" and "what is left / to Cecrops' Athens other than her fame?"
(530). The philosopher now turns to the growth of Rome, saying, "Rome is reshaped" and
"one day / she will hold all the world beneath its sway" (530). The prophecy is not entire-
ly satisfying as, according to the rest of the speech, Rome is subject to change and insta-
bility.

At the end of the section, Pythagoras asserts that "Rome is to become the greatest
city" (531). Yet Ovid immediately undercuts the statement by having the philosopher sud-
denly realise that he has digressed from his purpose. Pythagoras says:
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“But lest I gallop far beyond my reach
and, so, forget what I had meant to teach,
know this: the heavens and all things beneath
the heavens change their forms---the earth and all
that is upon the earth; and since we are
parts of the world, we, too, are changeable.” (531)

The message is powerful and Ovid's juxtaposition of the two statements is meaningful. If
Pythagoras' speech is read at face value, one could conclude that, in the world of the
Metamorphoses, the strength and supremacy of Rome is impermanent.

It seems feasible that Ovid uses humour during the Pythagoras speech to counterbal-
ance the weight of the more serious material, especially as the poet returns to parody at the
conclusion of the scene. Realising that in his discussion of Rome he has strayed from his
purpose, Pythagoras revisits his "real" agenda; that is to say, he turns once more to the
promotion of vegetarianism. His case for vegetarianism seems insignificant next to his
elevated philosophizing, and the episode closes on a humorous note. Yet the nature of
Pythagoras' speech becomes relevant once more as Ovid reaches the conclusion of the
Metamorphoses.

The poem draws to an end with praise for Augustus and his great deeds. Ovid
declares that, although Augustus "forbids us to esteem what he has done / as finer than his
father's labours, Fame / […] will not obey that order: Fame insists / on greater glory for
the son" (548). Ovid tells us that "just as Jove rules / high heaven and controls the triform
world, Augustus rules the earth" (548). He begs the gods "to delay beyond [his own]
death / that day on which Augustus, having left / the world he governs, will ascend on
high" to heaven, where he "will hear the prayers addressed to him" (549). However, Ovid
does not finish his poem with the deification of Augustus; he concludes instead with the
apotheosis of his poetry. He says "the fatal day […] can end my years" but "with the bet-
ter part of me, I'll gain / a place that's higher than the stars: my name, / indelible, eternal,
will remain" (549). The poet declares that "through all time--- / […] [his] name and fame
are sure: [he] shall have life" (549). Ovid seems, without authorial intrusion, to set side
by side the apotheoses of both Augustus and his poetry.

Pythagoras' speech, if taken seriously, confuses Ovid's apparently straightforward epi-
logue. While the Pythagorean episode implies that the power of Rome is transitory, Ovid
evokes the strength of Rome in the apotheosis of his poetry. He says, "everywhere that
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Roman power has sway, / in all domains the Latins gain, my lines / will be on people's
lips" (549). Pythagoras' speech compels the reader to examine the complex relationship
between Ovid's poetry and Roman power, or between Ovid and Augustus. The two men
depend on each other for fame. This reading of the end of the poem is reminiscent of the
end of Virgil's Georgics. In the Georgics, Virgil comments that he "was singing while
great Caesar / Was thundering beside the deep Euphrates / In war."16 While Augustus is
"appointing laws and setting his course for Heaven,"17 the poet enjoys "the studies of
inglorious ease."18 Like Virgil's conclusion, Ovid's epilogue juxtaposes the deeds of
Augustus and the work of the poet, and Pythagoras' speech forces the reader to interpret
the connection that exists between the two men.

Yet Pythagoras also tells us that "the heavens and all things beneath the heavens
change their forms" (531). According to the philosopher, nothing is permanent, but in his
conclusion, Ovid insists on the permanence of his own name and poetry. Pythagoras'
speech forces the reader to consider Ovid's relationship with the ever-changing world.
Ovid has captured the metamorphosing world in his poetry, thus fixing flux. The heavens
and the earth may change, but art is eternal, as it captures impermanence. In this reading,
Ovid places his name and poetry above that of Augustus and his deeds. Ovid will "gain a
place that's higher than the stars" (549). Pythagoras' speech helps to provide an explana-
tion as to why the apotheosis of poetry brings Ovid's "seamless" song (3) of a world in
flux to an end.

Ovid's artful fusion of parody and gravity in the Pythagorean scene of Book XV of
the Metamorphoses suggests that the poet meant to offset the significance of the serious
material in Pythagoras' speech. If read seriously, Pythagoras' contribution to the poem is
to unify the first fourteen books as well as to prevent a straightforward reading of the con-
clusion. Perhaps the poet was still working through his ideas about the relationship of his
art to Augustan Rome and to what he perceived to be an unstable, changing world. Elena
Theodorakopoulos maintains that "the poet's ostensibly confident apotheosis […] is under-
cut by the fate of almost every other artist in the poem."19 Yet as these artist figures are
transformed, something of their art often remains. Although Ovid may have perceived
instability in the politics of Rome, or in an ever-changing world, it would seem that he felt
that somehow his name, "indelible, eternal, [would] remain" (549).
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