The Role of Metamorphosis in Apuleius


To appreciate the role of metamorphosis in Apuleius’ novel it is necessary to understand the differences between the two main types of metamorphosis in ancient literature, those enacted by the gods, and those enacted by magic. It is also necessary to place the novel in the context of what we know about metamorphosis literature as a genre, that is, works dedicated to collecting metamorphoses. With a greater awareness of the phenomenon of metamorphosis, it is possible to understand the tension in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses between the two types of metamorphosis and its ultimate resolution in Book 11.


Already in Homer there is a division between metamorphoses performed by the gods, and those brought about by magic or semi-divine figures like Circe (Fauth, Forbes Irving, Buxton). Those of the first sort are enacted as punishment or reward, and are permanent, while the latter sort are often unmotivated and transitory. The first type is thus of a higher order and more important than the latter; similarly, the former can have a positive effect, whereas the latter is almost always negative (Fantham).


This same division is especially apparent in metamorphosis literature, in which the number of metamorphosis stories collected emphasizes such patterns. In the most famous example of this genre, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, there is a hierarchy of metamorphoses building on this division, with apotheosis as the culmination (Porte). Other metamorphosis literature – such as the fragments of Nicander’s Heteroioumena and Boios’ Ornithogonia, and even papyrus lists of metamorphoses – focuses primarily on metamorphoses enacted by gods, highlighting the fact that most metamorphosis myths involve the gods, thereby suggesting that Apuleius’ readers would have expected a god to intervene at some point.


Apuleius’ novel sets itself up as a meditation on the subject of metamorphosis (figuras fortunasque hominum in alias imagines conversas...exordior, 1.1) and is full of metamorphoses, real and metaphorical (Tatum). The tension between magical and divine metamorphoses is symbolized by Lucius’ two hosts in Hypata: Milo’s house is connected with magic, while the house of Byrrhena, who warns him away from magic (2.5), is connected with divine, punitive metamorphosis through the ecphrasis of the Daphne-Actaeon statue (2.4). The most important change in the novel is that of Lucius into an ass and then back into a human being. While the first, degrading metamorphosis is brought about by magic, the final metamorphosis is enacted through divine agency, and not only returns Lucius to human form, but in leading to his initiation into the mysteries of Isis raises him above his fellow men. Furthermore, before his metamorphosis back into a human, Lucius always connects his possible return to human form with the gods (e.g. 3.27, 3.29, 4.2).


Such an understanding of the role of metamorphosis in the novel helps explain how integrated Book 11 is into the entire work (Wlosok), and also touches on the suitability of the title(s) (Perry, Winkler). Finally, a better understanding of metamorphosis literature helps make clear the expectations that Apuleius’ readers would have had in first encountering the novel and reading its beginning.
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