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Metamorphoses essay


Baucis and Philemon is a story of irony.  Ovid utilizes both textual and situational irony to enrich the text and add atmosphere.  Using the full potential contained in the figure of speech, Ovid creates a story rich in subtle humor and complex in its themes; by the end, Ovid ends up tackling with the issue over the power of the gods through the irony contained in the tale.  Irony is a key characteristic because Ovid uses it to both set mood and give the story deeper meaning.

Throughout the poem, Baucis and Philemon’s humility is shown through the irony in their actions.  Despite their poverty, the couple graciously receives the guests, a practice which the other, wealthier townsfolk failed to embrace.  When they realize that their guests are of divine nature, Baucis and Philemon stop and beg for mercy for their ‘ill-prepared’ meal (“Adtoniti novitiate pavent manibusque supinis concipiunt Baucisque preces timidusque Philemon et veniam dapibus nullisque paratibus orant” 681-682), an action whose irony is especially notable when taken with the previous section, in which Ovid notes how the couple’s faces were beaming with goodness as they presented all they had to the gods (‘above everything their good faces approached and their will was neither in errs nor poor’; “Super omnia vultus accessere boni nec iners pauperque voluntas” 677 – 678).

The irony in the couple’s reaction to the destruction of the town is the most obvious ironic situation the story.  Even as their impious, selfish neighbors are drowining,t he couple, who have gotten the short end of the stick all their life, weep for ‘their own’ (“…dum deflent fata suorum…” 698); this word choice is particularly effective in showing the irony of the situation, as the couple was so much different from the rest of the town.

There is a deeper irony that emerges concerning the end of the story when the couple is contrasted with the gods.  While the gods are supposedly omniscient and all-powerful, they are portrayed as vengeful and short-tempered, while the couple acts compassionate and forgiving toward their neighbors (this irony may be more pronounced in our Judeo-Christian society, where our G-d is attributed with such traits).  The irony in this comparison is echoed in the final lines of the tale, in which Lelex, the narrator, declares ‘let those who care for the gods become gods, and let those who worship them, be worshipped!’ (“Cura deum di sint, et qui coluere, colantur!” 724).  Indeed, Baucis and Philemon’s actions reflected moral integrity (for they did not argue with the gods upon hearing of the town’s fate), while containing compassion toward their fellow humans.

In the tale of Baucis and Philemon, irony gives the story emotion by helping to exaggerate the humility in the actions of the couple.  On a deeper level, however, the irony serves to highlight the contrast between the humble, mortal couple and the wrathful, distant gods.  The irony in this has an eerie reflection on Rome’s own history, as many of the heroes of the culture were of humble, such as Cincinnatus and Cicero, while the god-like emperors brought the eventual downfall of Rome.
