
Ovid and Myth 
 
From late antiquity through the end of the 18th century, Ovid’s Metamorphoses was Europe’s 
most important repository of Greco-Roman narratives about the gods and an inevitable starting 
point for their aesthetic, philosophical, and historical investigation.  However, one of the 
foundational moments for the academic study of this material came in 1783, when the German 
philologist Christian Gottlob Heyne renamed it with the Latinization of the Greek word mythos 
(Graf 1987, 1993).  The native Latin word he rejected, fabula, had already been discredited 
thanks to Enlightenment discomfort with the unbelievable nature of the stories it designated.   
But not only was fabula the term Ovid used to describe the tales and legends recounted in his 
works, the Roman poet himself programmatically invested fabulae with the very qualities of 
playfulness and fictionality that Heyne hoped to move past to recover myth as a window into 
the mentality of ‘primitive’ man.  While it would be an exaggeration to claim that ‘myth’ as a 
scholarly subject came into being by defining itself against Ovid, Heyne’s choice of terms raises 
productive questions about the relationship between various ways academics study myth and 
the works of the Roman poet who more than any other made myth matter to the European 
imagination. 
 
The process of defining ‘myth’ continues to this day, and so does Ovid’s usefulness as a 
touchstone for understanding and evaluating contrasting approaches to the subject.  At one 
end of the spectrum stand those for whom myth primarily serves to reveal the thought and 
practices of the culture that produced it.   In the field of classics, that has often meant moving 
back to Greece if not to the Near Eastern and Indo-European contexts with which their myths 
interact.  Heyne showed myth’s seriousness by translating its Latin name back into Greek, and 
the titles of the three most important collections of J.-P. Vernant’s revelatory structuralist 
essays make clear that his subject is myth chez les Grecs.  Ovid was not a Greek, and his 
celebration of the new sophistication of Augustan Rome emphasizes that any elements of more 
ancient, foreign mentalities to be found in his works are filtered through a very different 
cultural perspective.  Casting Ovid as the exponent of ‘Roman myth’ raises its own set of 
questions since this remains a notoriously problematic term.  Does it refer to a set of authentic 
Roman stories that have been variously occluded or transformed by contact with Greek ones, 
or was Roman myth always already Greek?  And if so, what does that mean for its status and 
significance in Rome? 
 
New emphases in the study of myth, by contrast, expand the scope for understanding the 
agency of Ovid’s stories as myth.  Recent work by Johnston (2018) and others has highlighted 
how narrative effects, such as characterization and astonishment, create beliefs rather than 
reflecting them.   This more dynamic understanding of myth as narrative, rather than as a 
network of beliefs to which narratives refer, operates more easily across temporal and cultural 
boundaries and allows Ovid to participate in, instead of simply preserving, myth as a process of 
knowing the world and the self.   Both chronologically and conceptually, therefore, Ovid 
troubles the boundary between an ‘us’ studying myth and a ‘them’ using it.  Synchronic 
conceptions of myth tend to treat Ovid as an imperfect source, diachronic ones highlight his 
own mythopoetic agency. 



 
Heyne’s emphasis on myth’s seriousness has had a reciprocal impact on scholarly receptions of 
Ovid.  The construction of myth as meaningful primarily in a more distant past puts the poet 
into a double exile.  His turn to myth in poems like the Metamorphoses can appear, on the one 
hand, as a turning away from contemporary history and politics while also making Ovid an 
outsider to the cultures that created the stories which he encounters primarily in the form of 
luxury goods like texts and art objects.  But, reciprocally, various ways of taking myth seriously 
suggest possibilities for re-imagining Ovid’s poetry.  Vernant’s structuralist readings of Hesiod, 
to take but one example, reveal the complexity of mythical narratives’ definition of the human 
condition.  Could such an approach be applied to Ovid?  And would doing so bring Ovid closer 
to Hesiod or to Vernant himself, analyzing myth rather than practicing it?  Ovidian playfulness 
has already taken a serious turn as intertextuality has replaced parody as a way of describing 
his works’ relationship to earlier texts.  At the same time, definitions of myth often emphasize 
the difference between the myth itself and any individual telling, which in turn gains meaning 
as it varies or refracts other versions known to its audience.  How could such an approach to 
Ovid’s narratives complement text-based understandings of their referentiality?   
 
The conceptual interdependence between ideas about myth and ideas about Ovid will be the 
subject of this panel.  It aims to bring together scholars of myth as a cultural, religious, and 
intellectual phenomenon with Ovidian specialists to ask the double question of how the poet’s 
works can contribute to the study of myth and how approaches to myth can change our 
understanding of Ovid.  We welcome case studies of specific myths and texts and theoretically 
motivated approaches to the topic as well as those focused on Ovidian reception and the 
history of myth as an academic discipline.   
 
Please send abstracts of approximately 300 words to feldherr@princeton.edu by Feb. 20, 2023; 
the organizers will notify you of their decision shortly after that date.  Sessions can 
accommodate both shorter contributions of 20 minutes and longer papers of 40 minutes, and 
you are asked to specify which length you prefer for your topic.  The official languages for the 
conference are English, French, and Portuguese.   
 


