Stage Directions in Parenthesis in Ovid’s Metamorphoses
Roman Epic shares many figures of speech with Oratory. One such device is parenthesis, or interiectio, which Quintilian (Institutio Oratoria, 8.2.15) defines as when medio sermone aliquem inserant sensum, “they [i.e., the orators and historians] insert another thought in the middle of a sentence.” But Roman Epic poets employ a rather specialized usage of the device, in which oratio recta, or direct speech, is interrupted, for example Metamorphoses 1.590-2: ‘pete’ dixerat ‘umbras/ altorum nemorum’ (et nemorum monstraverat umbras)/ ‘dum calet et medio sol est altissimus orbe.’ The figure is similar to the stage directions found in modern playscripts, and distinct both from passages where an exclamation is inserted into the narration, and also from the extended use of the common Epic practice of inserting a speech marker (e.g., inquit, dixit, etc.) within direct speech.  Ovid in particular uses this device more often in the Metamorphoses than all the other extant Epic poets combined. This paper first defines so-called “stage directions in parenthesis” (SDP), and then examines examples in Ovid’s Metamorphoses to determine the impact on the speeches in which they are embedded. Along the way, the paper demonstrates that this figure, a product more of Oratory and Epic than of Drama, by its very nature draws attention to itself, and so does more than simply provide narrative details. 
Such scholars as Avery (1937), 83-4, Lipscomb (1909), 32-3, and Von Albrecht (1994), 107-18, note the existence of SDP, but pay the figure little attention. In fact, Ovid uses the device with good result, sometimes for metapoetical (11.692-4) or emotional (4.115-8, 4.144-9) effect. Other passages use anaphora to create emphasis (1.590-2, 2.282-4, 9.16-8, 12.86-90, 13.458-60), while still others aid in characterization (5.280-3, 11.751-4, 8.574-6, 7.615-21, 8.478-82, 9.515-9). Finally, Ovid uses SDP twice during the debate between Ajax and Ulysses (13.131-3, 13.262-5) to demonstrate the latter’s skill at oratory.

The paper further suggests that the presence of SDP provides evidence that the composers of Roman Epic still expected that the primary mode of presentation for their works would be oral, and that the Roman reciter would, at the very least, pause before and after the parenthesis, and perhaps even use a different tone of voice in order to distinguish between the oratio recta and the interruption. In short, the Epic poet would assume that the reciter of his works would have at his disposal all the non-verbal tools of the orator, thus indicating that Epic shares with Oratory not only the figure of parenthesis, but also techniques of delivery.
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