
Living According to Custom in Book 9 of the Metamorphoses:  Ovid’s Iphis

The narrative arc of the Iphis story in the Metamorphoses (9.666-797) ultimately concludes with an image that validates conventional mores
 in Imperial Rome.  Yet, the middle of the story portrays Iphis sympathetically, in a way that valorizes her struggle and prompts the reader to reconsider normative sexuality in the time of Augustus.  Ovid’s retelling of the Iphis story that he inherits from Nicander inserts an impending marriage into the plot, which becomes the site for Iphis’ metamorphosis.  In the Nicander version, it is the young girl’s development into a beautiful woman that prompts attention.  In Ovid’s version, it is the arranged marriage that sends Iphis into panic as she anticipates that her gender disguise will be revealed (9.722-25).  It is at this point in the narrative that Iphis speaks her mind, addressing the gods in a speech that portrays her role as both victim and culprit in her gender disguise.  

The Iphis story appears in the Metamorphoses at the end of Book 9, coming in the middle of three tales that emphasize women’s desire for illicit unions.  Earlier in book 9 we are given Byblis and her love for  her brother (9.452-665) and in Book 10, Myrhha’s love for her father (10.309-502).  Both Byblis and Myrrha are punished and their metamorphoses effectively erase their appearance while preserving their internal identity.  Iphis on the other hand -- a girl disguised as a boy who falls in love with another girl -- is often seen as a hero who triumphs over her nature as her metamorphosis delivers her from feminine to masculine
.  For instance,  Makowski (1996) concludes “The story, of course, has a happy ending engineered by the divinely ordained sex-change, itself a comment on the superiority of heterosexuality over homosexuality and of marriage over tribadism.” Rather than accepting the prevailing view that Ovid’s depiction of Iphis privileges (hetero)normative sexuality, or that it is as Williams (1995) suggests, a “tortured rejection of female homoerotic desire” this paper will argue that Ovid’s reworking of the Iphis myth seeks to undermine as much as validate the power of authority over individual freedom in Augustan Rome.

Ideas surrounding gender and sexuality as exhibited through the power of marriage in Roman life register with contemporary readers in a world that is bound by convention but continues to move in a way that defies traditional social obligations.  Sharrock (2002) suggests that Ovid uses the institution of marriage as the site for some of his more nuanced challenges to the social order of Imperial Rome.  The marriage of Iphis and Ianthe may be Ovid’s most subversive example of undermining that social order.  The Iphis story concludes with the conventional but not before asking why it is natural.  In typical Ovidian fashion, the reader is left guessing what to make of the author’s intention.  In practice, we are asked to determine what the story means to us
. 
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Be more specific here. Conventional mores on what?  
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I am having trouble differentiating your original argument from that of other scholars.  
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Ok, one thing that is still missing is bibliography cited in the body of the abstract. 









