Fama Novi Fontis: The Sexual Curiosity of Minerva in Ovid’s Metamorphoses V

The embedded narratives in Book V of the Metamorphoses prompt close readers of the text to
be more conscientious to each narrator’s audience. The most immediate layer of narration is, of
course, Ovid himself, within whose narrative storytelling by an unnamed Muse, Calliope, and
Arethusa are contained. This paper will consider Minerva—a goddess known for her virtus and
allegiance to male heroes—as audience to Arethusa’s account of her own rape (V.562-642). Using
John Heath’s reading of Ovid which theorizes the characters of the poem may also be attentive (or
not so attentive) readers of its events, then after four sexually violent books of the Metamorphoses,
Minerva too is curious about understanding her sexuality within a poem obsessed with sexual
trauma. She arrives on Helicon as an elegiac discipula amoris of the Muses, her magistrae amoris. Thus,
Arethusa’s narrative is an exemplum of female desire for Minerva, an exemplum she ultimately rejects in
Book VI

The work of Luce Irigaray and Judith Butler will significantly inform my discussion of
Minerva’s sexual curiosity, specifically in regard to gendered narrative and the “maleness” of
language. Sexual experience in the poem is predicated upon inequality, and the language of sexual
experience/assault creates a strictly binary sexual identity: desirer and desired, pursuer and pursued,
catcher and caught. The various levels of narration in Book V, however, confuse traditional narrative
structure and create a more fluid, less linear composition appropriate for Book V’s location in
female, “othered” space. This moment of “othered” space created by the entwinement of female
speakers allows Minerva to reflect upon how female sexuality only exists as a resignation to the
binary power dynamics of the poem. Ultimately, in Book VI, her awareness of the poem’s sexual

politics is the catalyst for her attempt to subvert the binary limitations of a phallokratic narrative.
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