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Ovid’s Metamorphoses I, 434 - 567: Apollo e Daphne.

Apollo and Dafne, Andrea Meldolla, Gemaldgalerie, Vien

I, 434 - 567

434. Ergo ubi diluvio tellus lutulenta recenti
435. solibus aetheriis altoque recanduit aestil,
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edidit innumeras species partimque figuras

rettulit antiquas, partim nova monstra creavit.

Illa quidem nollet, sed te quoque, maxime Python,

tum genuit, populisque novis, incognite serpens,
440. terror eras: tantum spatii dé monte tenébas.
Hunc Deus Arquitenens et numquam talibus armis
ante nisi in dammis capreisque fugacibus usus
mille gravem telis, exhausta paene faretra,
perdidit effuiso per vulnera nigra veneno.

445. Neve operis famam posset delere vetustas,
instituit sacros celebri certamine ludos
Pythia perdomitae serpentis nomine dictos.

Hic iuvenum quicumque manu pedibusque rotave

vicerat, aesculeae capiéebat frondis honorem;

450. nondum laurus erat, longoque decentia crine
tempora cingebat de qualibet arbore Phoebus.

Primus amor Phoebi Daphné Péneia: quem non
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fors ignara dedit, sed saeva Cupidinis ira.
Delius hunc nuper, victo serpente superbus,

455. viderat adducto flectentem cornua nervo
‘quid’ que ‘tibi, lascive puer, cum fortibus armis?’
dixerat, ‘ista decent umeros gestamina nostros,
qui dare certa ferae, dare vulnera possumus hosti,
qul modo pestifero tot iugera ventre prementem

460. stravimus innumeris tumidum Pythona sagittis.
Tu face nescio quos esto contentus amores
inritare tua nec laudes adsere nostras.’

Filius huic Veneris ‘figat tuus omnia, Phoebe,
té meus arcus’ ait, ‘quantoque animalia cedunt

465. cuncta deo, tanto minor est tua gloria nostra.’
Dixit et eliso percussis aere pennis
inpiger umbrosa Parnasi constitit arce
eque sagittifera prompsit duo tela pharétra

diversorum operum: fugat hoc, facit illud amorem;
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470. quod facit, auratum est et cuspide fulget actta,
quod fugat, obtusum est et habet sub harundine plumbum
hoc deus in nympha Péneide fixit, at illo
laesit Apollineas traiecta per ossa medullas:
protinus alter amat, fugit altera nomen amantis
475. silvarumque latebris captivarumque ferarum
exuviis gaudens innuptaeque aemula Phoebes;
vitta coercebat positos sine lege capillos.
Multi illam petiere, illa aversata petentes
inpatiens expersque viri nemora avia lustrat
480. nec, quid Hymen, quid Amor, quid sint conubia, curat.
Saepe pater dixit ‘débes mihi, nata, nepotes’:
illa velut crimen taedas exosa iugales
pulchra verecundo subfuderat ora rubore
485. inque patris blandis haerens cervice lacertis
‘da mihi perpetua genitor carissime,” dixit

‘verginitate frui: dedit hoc pater ante Dianae.’
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Ille quidem obsequitur: sed te decor iste, quod optas,
esse vetat, votoque tuo tua forma repugnat.

490. Phoebus amat visaeque cupit conubia Daphnes,
quod que cupit, sperat, suaque illum oracula fallunt;
utque leves stipulae demptis adolentur aristis,
ut facibus saepes ardent, quas forte viator
vel nimis admovit vel iam sub ltuce reliquit,

495. sic Deus in flammas abiit, sic pectore toto
uritur et sterilem sperando nutrit amorem.

Spectat inornatos collo pendere capillos
et ‘quid, s comantur?’ ait; videt igne micantes
sideribus similes oculos, videt oscula, quae non

500. est vidisse satis; laudat digitosque manusque
bracchiaque et nuidos media plus parte lacertos:
si qua latent, meliora putat. Fugit ocior aura

illa levi neque ad haec revocantis verba resistit:

‘nympha, precor, Penéi, mané! non insequor hostis;
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505. nympha, maneé! sic agna lupum, sic cerva leonem,
sic aquilam penna fugiunt trepidante columbae,
hostes quaeque suos: amor est mihi causa sequendi!
me miserum! ne prona cadas indignave laedi
crura notent sentes et sim tibi causa doloris!
510. Aspera, qua properas, loca sunt: moderatius, oro,
curre fugamque inhibé, moderatius insequar ipse.
Cui placeas, inquire tamen: non incola montis,
non ego sum pastor, non hic armenta gregéesque
horridus observo. Nescis, temeraria, nescis,
515. quem fugias, ideoque fugis: mihi Delphica tellus
et Claros et Tenedos Pataréeaque réegia servit;
Iuppiter est genitor; per me, quod eritque fuitque
estque, patet; per me concordant carmina nervis.
certa quidem nostra est, nostra tamen tuna sagitta
520. certior, in vacuo quae vulnera pectore fecit!

Inventum medicina meum est, opiferque per orbem
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dicor, et herbarum subiecta potentia nobis.
Ei mihi, quod nullis amor est sanabilis herbis
nec prosunt domino, quae prosunt omnibus, artes!’
525. Plura locuturum timido Penéia cursu
fugit cumque ipso verba inperfecta reliquit,
tum quoque visa decens; nudabant corpora venti,
obviaque adversas vibrabant flamina vestes,
et levis inpulsos retro dabat aura capillos,
530. auctaque forma fuga est. Sed enim non sustinet ultra
perdere blanditias iuvenis deus, utque monébat
ipse Amor, admisso sequitur vestigia passu.
Ut canis in vacuo leporem cum Gallicus arvo
vidit, et hic praedam pedibus petit, ille saltutem;
535. alter inhaesuro similis iam iamque tenere
sperat et extento stringit vestigia rostro,
alter in ambiguo est, an sit conprensus, et ipsis

morsibus eripitur tangentiaque ora relinquit:
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sic deus et virgo est hic spé celer, illa timore.
540. qui tamen insequitur pennis adiutus Amoris,
ocior est requiemque negat tergoque fugacis
inminet et crinem sparsum cervicibus adflat.
Viribus absumptis expalluit illa citaeque
victa labore fugae spectans Peneidas undas
545. ‘fer, pater,” inquit ‘opem! si flumina numen habétis,
qua nimium placui, mutandoé perde figuram!’
vix prece finita torpor gravis occupat artus,
mollia cinguntur tenul praecordia libro,
550. in frondem crines, in ramos bracchia crescunt,
pes modo tam velox pigris radicibus haeret,
ora cacumen habet: remanet nitor unus in illa.
Hanc quoque Phoebus amat positaque in stipite dextra
sentit adhtc trepidare novo sub cortice pectus
555. conplexusque suis ramos ut membra lacertis

oscula dat ligno; refugit tamen oscula lignum.
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Cui Deus ‘at, quoniam coniunx mea non potes esse,
arbor eris certé’ dixit ‘mea! semper habebunt
te coma, té citharae, té nostrae, laure, pharetrae;
560. tu ducibus Latiis aderis, cum laeta Triumphum
vox canet et visent longas Capitolia pompas;
postibus Augustis eadem fidissima custos
ante fores stabis mediamque tuébere quercum,
utque meum intonsis caput est iuvenale capillis,
565. tu quoque perpetuos semper gere frondis honores!’
finierat Paean: factis modo laurea ramis

adnuit utque caput visa est agitasse cacumen.

Translation

The earth, covered with mud from the recent flood, as soon as it was heated by the ethereal
sun and its strong heat, generated many species, partially recovering the forms of the
ancient animals before the flood and partly creating new monsters. Even if the earth did not
have the intention, then it generated you, the mysterious snake, the terror of the new
peoples: so great was the mountainous area you were occupying.

The Archer God, Apollo, almost making his quiver empty, killed this violent monster by
spreading the black poison to the wounds inflicted by a thousand arrows, which he had
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previously used only against deer and goats. And to prevent the oblivion of the fame of its
deeds, it established the sacred games with the famous competition, called Pythian by the
name of the defeated serpent. In these games anyone among the young athletes who won
with their hands, feet or chariots, received the honour of the crown of Aesculapius; the
laurel wreath was not yet used and Phoebus used to crown his long hair head with a crown
made from any type of plant.

Daphne of Peneus was the first love of Phoebus: it didn’t happen by pure chance, but for the
violent impetus of Cupid. The Delian, proud of the recent victory over the snake, when he
saw Cupid flexing the ends of the stretched bow told him: “Insolent little boy, what do you
want to do with those powerful weapons? Those are suited to the shoulders like mine: I can
mortally wound the wild beasts and the enemies and I have just shot down the terrible
Python with many arrows, while he was oppressing with his belly a large part of the
countryside. You, on the other hand, be content with lighting with a torch whatever lovers
but do not arrogate the praises that are due to me”. The son of Venus, said: “Phoebus, your
bow can pierce everything, but my bow will pierce you. You'll see that your glory is as
inferior to mine as all animals are inferior to a god.”

As soon as he spoke these words, cleaving the air with the beating of wings, he put himself
upright on the shady Mount Parnassus and drew two arrows with different effects from his
quiver: one caused love refusal, the other caused falling in love; the arrow that caused
falling in love was of shining gold with a sharp tip, while the one that caused the rejection of
love was rounded with lead in the shaft. The God pierced Daphne, the nymph daughter of
Peneus with the latter, while with the first pierced Apollo’s marrow through the bones:
immediately he fell in love, but the other escaped from the lover without even wanting to
know his name, preferring, like the virgin sister of Phoebus, the hiding places in the woods
and the trophies of the wild beasts she hunted; a band gathered her dishevelled hair. Many
wanted her, but she kept herself free, after having hastily refused the suitors, wandered into
the impervious forests and did not care what Hymenaeus, Love and marriage were. Many
times her father had told her: “You must give me grandchildren’: but she, who hated the
wedding torches as if they were a crime, blushed in modesty in the beautiful face and
hugged her father’s neck and said flattering: ‘Dear Dad , allow me to remain a virgin
forever: even Diana’s father granted her this desire. He accepted, but that very beauty of
yours forbade you to be what you wanted and your appearance resisted this vow.
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Phoebus had fallen in love with Daphne and, after seeing her, wanted to join her hoping to
get what he wanted, deceived by his own oracles; and as the light straw separated from the
wheat ears is burned, and as the hedges burn, when a wayfarer accidentally puts the torch
too close or leaves it there, so the God became inflamed with love and his whole chest went
up in flames, fed by a sterile hope of true love. The God watched her unadorned hair go
down her neck and said: “How would her hair be if it were combed?”; he saw her eyes that
sparkled with flames like the stars, he saw her lips, but was not satisfied only to see them,
and he praised her fingers, her hands, her arms and her shoulders, more than half naked: if
something was hidden, he imagined it even more beautiful. But she escaped faster than a
light breeze and did not stop at his call: “Nympha, daughter of Peneus, please stay! I do not
follow you as an enemy; wait nymph! So the lamb escapes from the wolf, the doe from the
lion, so the doves escape with the trembling feathers from the eagle, each from his enemies:
but the reason for my pursuit is love! Poor me! Be careful lest you fall, that the brambles do
not ignobly scratch your legs and hurt you! The places for which you are running are
inaccessible: please run slower, hold back your escape, I myself will chase you more slowly.
But at least ask yourself who is following you! I am not a mountaineer, I am not a shepherd,
here I am not keeping herds and herds. You don’t know it, you recklessly, you don’t know
who you are running from and you continue to flee because you don’t know him: I own the
lands of Delphi, Claros, Tenedos and the Patare; Jupiter is my father; I can manifest what
was, what is and what will be. Thanks to me the strings of the instruments play in harmony.
My arrows have a sure hit, but even surer is that single arrow that wounded me in the
empty chest! I invented medicine, and I am called the rescuer of the world and I have the
domain of the powers of herbs. Poor me, because love cannot be healed by any grass. The
arts that help everyone can’t help their lord.”

The daughter of Peneus with a frightening race continued to run away from him who wanted
to talk to her and left him with his speeches in half, but she looked beautiful even then; the
wind stripped her, the breezes that came towards her shook her clothes and the air gave her
light impulses to her hair moving them back and her beauty grew in her escape. But the
young God could no longer bear to waste time in flattery and, as Love himself warned,
followed in the footsteps of the young woman with a hasty step. Like a hunting dog that has
seen a hare in a deserted field and runs behind its prey, while the hare seeks salvation; in
that situation the pursuer expects to capture the prey at all times and keeps the muzzle
pointed in the footsteps, while the other is in difficulty, fearing to be captured and avoids its
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bites and escapes the jaws that try to grab it: so it happened to the God and to the virgin,
the first fast, fed by hope, the second by fear. But he was faster, because he was pressed
and incited by the wings of Love, and without giving her rest he reached the shoulders of
the fugitive and by now he had his breath on her neck with sparse hair. She abandoned her
strength, turned pale and overcome by the weariness of the exhausting escape, looking at
the waves of the Peneus she said: “Father, help me! Rivers, if you are divine, let me lose my
form, which I never liked! ‘As soon as the prayer ended, a heavy numbness struck her limbs:
the soft breasts were surrounded by a soft bark, the hair turned into leaves, the arms grew
in the shape of branches, the feet, so fast before, fixed themselves like lazy roots, the face
became the top of the tree: only beauty remained in her.

Phoebus continued to love her even so, and after placing his right hand on the trunk, he
could still feel her chest beating under the new bark and embracing the branches with his
arms, as if they were limbs, he kissed the wood; but even so the wood kept on avoiding
kisses. And the God said to her: “since you cannot be my bride, you will certainly be my
tree! My hair, my harps, my arrows will always have you, Laurel; you will be with the
leaders of Latium, when the happy voice will sing the Triumph and the Capitol will
contemplate the long processions; you yourself will be the most faithful guardian in the
doors of Augustus’s palace, on the doorposts, and you will protect the oak in the middle, and
as my head is youthful with thick hair, so will you always bear the honor of your fronds. He
had finished: he beckoned to the newly generated branches and it seemed that she had
shaken the top as if it were the head.
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Apollo and Dafne, Lukisan Minyak

Comment

After the flood and the restoration of the human race, narrated in the episode of Deucalion
and Pyrrha, Ovid describes in natural terms the metamorphoses of the other living beings,
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remembering how in the muddy lands of the Nile, when the floods retreat, the Egyptian
shepherds find in the mud strange animals. The earth is repopulated naturally, either by
recovering the animals that existed before the cataclysm, or by generating new life forms,
including the terrible monster Python. For Ovid, therefore, nature was not necessarily
“good”: it was easy in antiquity to die for natural phenomena such as storms, fires, floods or
come across wild beasts such as lions, bears, snakes. Thinking about it, even today mother
nature, benign in many ways, can put us in danger in a thousand ways; however, our
awareness of having violated the natural order, with the exploitation of resources and
pollution, blindfolds us to the point that we believe that everything natural is also good. In
reality, we still enjoy a rational Apollonian shield against the negative aspects of nature. For
example, without vaccines we would be at the mercy of the smallest and most dangerous
natural monsters, viruses. If we consider that vaccines are a medical product, therefore
linked to the action of Aesculapius-Apollo, we realize that Apollo keeps on defending us and
harmonizing with its arts the chaotic aspect of Nature represented by Python. The same
concept of harmony is noetic. It is true that in nature there are important regularities, but
harmony has a completely mathematical, abstract basis: in nature there is no “music”
understood as a succession of sounds subjected to rigid rules of mathematical ratios of
frequencies arranged according to a certain rhythm.

The god Apollo is therefore the great epic figure who, in line with the design of Jupiter,
establishes order in the world. Even his ability to see the future proceeds from celestial
harmony, from perceiving from his eternity the future projections that escape us, for our
living in a fragmented reality.

There would be all the premises for a great Apollonian monotheism, with a divinity capable
of maintaining order, of offering salvation, of presenting the final prophecy. The One, the
Sun, the Revelation. Yet the exhilarating epic can be a mental trap, as if the frantic search
for sunlight could dazzle us so much that we can no longer perceive the dark abysses of the
irrational, where every victim can fall. The rational mind does not have the tools to identify
what is not rational. This is a masterful lesson of polytheism, where different forces
interpenetrate one another in search of a dynamic balance, visible as a sequence of
contrasting events in the temporal plane, or paradoxical myths in the poetic tale. So don’t
be shocked by the story where a God falls victim to a love story: at stake is the eternal
confrontation between the solar and ordering force and the dynamics of the erotic principle.
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A brat, a plump little boy with a bow, almost a comic figure. The mind mocks him. But he,
Eros, Cupid, moves the world effortlessly: Gods, men, animals. Polytheism welcomes and
recognizes the erotic and irrational component next to the Apollonian one, without having to
take part in the confrontation, to invent the fable of Evil that ruins the plans of the Good, a
fable that by introducing the sense of the diabolical is diabolical in its imbalance and
blindness, in his alienation of the human being, in his introduction of the sense of guilt
linked to the necessary and natural sexuality.

Apollo used a thousand arrows to kill Python, Cupid fired only one towards Apollo and the
other towards Daphne: the first, the God who orders and harmonizes nature, the second, the
one who refuses love. How many plans, how many alliances, how many events have changed
because of love. Our lives have been profoundly modified by Cupid’s arrows, if only for the
fact that we exist here and today as the result of an erotic act. We plan our life rationally
until a look, an encounter, a gesture is amplified in our brain so that we choose the
irrational. In Apollo’s story, we move abruptly from an epic style to the elegiac scene of the
frustrated lover for denied love, not only a theme but even a program for all of Ovid’s work,
where the effort to achieve unrequited love generates situations with a thousand nuances.

Once struck, Apollo focuses only on his goal, the nymph Daphne. There is no fight against
Cupid, nor resistance, nor resentment. Apollo knows well that he was hit by the arrow, he
says it to Daphne herself during the chase, but the erotic power goes beyond the bones,
straight into the marrow, into the nerve centre, into the personality. Love acts as an
irrepressible inner strength that gives God the speed to reach his beloved who is fleeing. It’s
a well-known story: how many times have we heard each other - or have we said - “let it go,
it’s not the right person for you”? But the awareness of the arrow generally does not deviate
the course of the lover, otherwise it would be an easy matter and the poets would not waste
rivers of ink. Daphne’s description through the eyes of the lover is as brilliant as sensual: “...
he saw her lips, but was not satisfied only to see them, and he praised her fingers, her
hands, her arms and her shoulders, more than half naked... “.

The contrast with the epic is at its best when Apollo, after trying to explain to the fugitive
not to have bad intentions but to have fallen in love, tries to convince her by revealing her
honours. The situation becomes almost comical due to the striking contrast between the
condition of God and that of the rejected lover.
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[s it permissible to speak thus of the Gods? Plato and philosophers generally disagreed and
considered ancient myths as non-educational. On the other hand we cannot deny the fact
that a serious reflection can lead to interesting results, which eventually enrich our
perception of the divine. The recognition of the erotic force in the universe is surely a point
of primary importance. Furthermore, the myths transfer images of the divinity without
which we would run the risk of losing all the colours, the information of every God, turning
to a generic, not characterized philosophical and abstract divinity.

At the end of the chase, Daphne prefers to escape her suitor, asking for help (fer opem)
from her father. However, in Ovid’s plot the river gods, unlike the Olympic and Titanic
deities, do not have the power to perform transformations. Perhaps for this reason Tellus
intervenes to help the girl, turning her into a laurel. Eventually the human part within the
laurel calms down into the noblest design of God. Ovid leaves unsolved if Apollo’s triumph is
Daphne’s defeat or victory. A fairly common ambiguity that perhaps has no answer.

This section of metamorphoses, in addition to presenting an epic, naturalistic and elegiac
part, also offers the explanation of various customs following the aetiological style of
Callimachus and the Alexandrian school: the foundation of the Pythian games, the reason
why during those games a branch of oak was offered instead of laurel, the narration of how
the laurel became the sacred plant to Apollo and evergreen, and with the reference to the
triumphs and the home of Augustus brings the reader back to the time when the work was
written.

An intense story, which reminds us of heart-rending falling in love, suffering without
remedy, illusory situations, but above all it shows us that, no matter how hard we try, life is
not just rational events, but also disruptive energies that can suddenly change the course of
carefully planned events. And if passing by a laurel plant you'll happen to feel a thrill, you
already know the reason.

Mario Basile

(Fori Hadriani scripsit, Id. Nov. MMDCCLXXII)
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