
#wearedaphne                                        by Abigail Ardelle Zammit 
       Erasures of Ovid’s Metamorphoses  
       (prose translations by Mary M. Innes, Penguin Random House, UK: 1955) 

‘Where there is despair, let me profit from it;  
  where there is darkness, let me give it a banking licence.’  
                     Running Commentary, Daphne Caruana Galizia’s Notebook, May 12th 2017, 3:45am. 

  

‘All that these transformations have in common is that they begin in the imagination, in hope.’  
                     Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark. 
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Running Commentary, Daphne Caruana Galizia’s Notebook 
   from Metamorphoses, Book III, Echo and Narcissus 

Cephistus’ child had reached his sixteenth year, and could be counted as at once boy and 
man.  Many lads and many girls fell in love with him, but his soft young body housed a pride 
so unyielding that none of those boys or girls dared to touch him.  One day, as he was driving 
timid deer into his nets, he was seen by that talkative nymph who cannot stay silent when 
another speaks, but yet has not learned to speak first herself.  Her name is Echo, and she 
always answers back. 
   Echo still had a body then, she was not just a voice: but although she was always 
chattering, her power of speech was no different from what it is now y 
.  All she could do was to repeat the last words of the many phrases that she heard.  Juno had 
brought this about because often, when she could have caught the nymphs lying with her 
Jupiter on the mountainside, Echo, knowing well what she did, used to detain the goddess 
with an endless flow of talk, until the nymphs could flee.  When Juno realized what was 
happening, she said: ‘I shall curtail the powers of that tongue which has tricked me: you will 
have only the briefest possible use of your voice.’  And in fact she carried out her threats.  
Echo still repeats the last words spoken, and gives back the sounds she has heard. 
   So, when she saw Narcissus wandering through the lonely country-side, Echo fell in love 
with him, and followed secretly in his steps.  The more closely she followed, the nearer was 
the fire which scorched her: just as sulphur, smeared round the tops of torches, is quickly 
kindled when a flame is brought near it.  How often she wished to make flattering overtures 
to him, to approach him with tender pleas!  But her handicap prevented this, and would not 
allow her to speak first; she was ready to do what it would allow, to wait for sounds which 
she might re-echo with her own voice. 
   The boy, by chance, had wandered away from his faithful band of comrades, and he called 
out: ‘Is there anybody here?’  Echo answered: ‘Here!’  Narcissus stood still in astonishment, 
looking round in every direction, and cried at the pitch of his voice: ‘Come!’  As he called, 
she called in reply.  He looked behind him, and when no one appeared, cried again:  ‘Why are 
you avoiding me?’  But all he heard were his own words echoed back.  Still he persisted, 
deceived by what he took to be another’s voice, and said, ‘Come here, and let us meet!’ Echo 
answered: ‘Let us meet!’  Never again would she reply more willingly to any sound.  To 
make good her words she came out of the wood and made to throw her arms round the neck 
she loved: but he fled from her, crying as he did so, ‘Away with these embraces!  I would die 
before I would have you touch me!’  Her only answer was: ‘I would have you touch me!’  
Thus scorned, she concealed herself in the woods, hiding her shamed face in the shelter of the 
leaves, and ever since that day, she dwells in lonely caves.  Yet still her love remained firmly 
rooted in her heart, and was increased by the pain of having been rejected.  Her anxious 
thoughts kept her awake, and made her pitifully thin.  She became wrinkled and wasted; all 
the freshness of her beauty withered into the air.  Only her voice and her bones were left, till 
finally her voice alone remained; for her bones, they say, were turned to stone.  Since, then, 
she hides in the woods, and, though never seen on the mountains, is heard there by all: for her 
voice is the only part of her that still lives. 
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   Narcissus had played with her affections, treating her as he had previously treated other 
spirits of the waters and the woods, and his male admirers too.  Then one of those he had 
scorned raised up his hands to heaven and prayed: ‘May he himself fall in love with another, 
as we have done with him!  May he too be unable to gain his loved one!’  Nemesis heard and 
granted his righteous prayer. 

‘17 Black – Dubai’, Running Commentary, February 22nd 2017, 6:43 pm.  
   from Metamorphoses, Book IV, Salmacis and Hermaphroditus 

The boy, meanwhile, thinking himself unobserved and alone, strolled this way and that on the 
grassy sward, and dipped his toes in the lapping water – then his feet, up to the ankles. Then, 
tempted by the enticing coolness of the waters, he quickly stripped his young body of its soft 
garments.  At the sight, Salmacis was spell-bound.  She was on fire with passion to possess 
his naked beauty, and her very eyes flamed with a brilliance like that of the dazzling sun, 
when his bright disc is reflected in a mirror.  She could scarcely bear to wait, or to defer the 
joys which she anticipated.  She longed to embrace him then, and with difficulty restrained 
her frenzy.  Hermaphroditus, clapping his hollow palms against his body, dived quickly into 
the stream.  As he raised first one arm and then the other, his body gleamed in the clear water, 
as if someone had encased an ivory statue or white lilies in transparent glass. “I have won!  
He is mine!” cried the nymph, and flinging aside her garments, plunged into the heart of the 
pool.  The boy fought against her, but she held him, and snatched kisses as he struggled, 
placing her hands beneath him, stroking his unwilling breast, and clinging to him, now on 
this side, and now on that. 
   ‘Finally, in spite of all his efforts to slip from her grasp, she twined around him, like a 
serpent when it is being carried off into the air by the king of birds: for, as it hangs from the 
eagle’s beak, the snake coils round his head and talons and with its tail hampers his beating 
wings.  She was like the ivy encircling tall tree trunks, or the squid which holds fast the prey 
it has caught in the depths of the sea, by wrapping its tentacles round on every side.  Atlas’ 
descendent resisted stubbornly, and refused the nymph the pleasure she hoped for; but she 
persisted, clinging to him, her whole body pressed against his. “You may fight, you rogue, 
but you will not escape. May the gods grant me this, may no time to come ever separate him 
from me, or me from him!”  Her prayers found favour with the gods: for, as they lay together, 
their bodies were united and from being two persons they became one.  As when a gardener 
grafts a branch on to a tree, and sees the two unite as they grow, and come to maturity 
together, so when their limbs met in that clinging embrace the nymph and the boy were no 
longer two, but a single form, possessed of a dual nature, which could not be called male or 
female, but seemed to be at once both and neither. 
   ‘When he saw that the clear water into which he had descended as a man had made him 
half a man, and that his limbs had become enfeebled by its touch, Hermaphroditus stretched 
out his hands and prayed – even his voice was no longer masculine – “O my father, and my 
mother, grant this prayer to your son, who owes his name to you both: if any man enter this 
pool, may he depart hence no more than half a man, may he suddenly grow weak and 
effeminate at the touch of these waters.”  Both his parents were moved with compassion, and 
granted this request of their child, who was now but half male, and half female.  They 
infected he pool with this horrible magic power’ 
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   That was the end of the story.  Still the daughters of Minyas were busy about their tasks, 
scorning the god, and dishonouring his festival, when suddenly there came a harsh throbbing 
of unseen drums, and the sound of the curved flute was heard, accompanied by the clashing 
of cymbals.  The scent of myrrh and saffron filled the air.  Then the looms began to grow 
green, and, though it sounds past belief, the fabric which the sisters were weaving put forth 
leaves like ivy.  Part was changed into vines, and what had been threads became vine tendrils.  
Vine leaves grew out from the warp, and bunches of coloured grapes borrowed their bright 
hue from the purple tapestry. 
   Now the day was ended, and the hour was approaching which can be called neither daylight 
nor darkness, when the light still lingers, but the night is almost come. Suddenly a tremor 
shook the house, the oil in the lamps seemed to burn brighter, the rooms were agleam with 
ruddy  

16th October 2017, 2:45 pm 
   from Metamorphoses, Book 1, The Transformation of Daphne 
and give me a son-in-law, my child.’  Often he repeated: ‘My child, it is your duty to give me 
grandchildren.’  But she blushed, hating the thought of marriage as if it were some crime.  
The modest colour crimsoned her fair face, and throwing her arms round her father’s neck, 
she cried imploringly: ‘My dear, dear father, let me enjoy this state of maiden bliss for ever!  
Diana’s father granted her such a boon in days gone by!’  Her father did, indeed, yield to her 
request, but her very loveliness prevented her from being what she desired, and her beauty 
defeated her own wishes. 
   As soon as Phoebus saw Daphne, he fell in love with her, and wanted to marry her.  His 
own prophetic powers deceived him and he hoped to achieve is desire.  As the light stubble 
blazes up in a harvested field, or as the hedge is set alight, if a traveller chance to kindle a fire 
too close, or leaves one smouldering when he goes off at day-break, so the god was all on 
fire, his whole heart was aflame, and he nourished his fruitless love on hope.  He eyed her 
hair as it hung carelessly about her heck, and sighed: ‘What if it were properly arranged!’ He 
looked at her eyes, sparkling bright as stars, he looked at her lips, and wanted to do more than 
look at them.  He praised her fingers, her hands and arms, bare almost to the shoulder.  Her 
hidden charms he imagined lovelier still. 
   But Daphne ran off, swifter than the wind’s breath, and did not stop to hear his words, 
though he called her back: ‘I implore you, nymph, daughter of Peneus, do not run away!  
Though I pursue you, I am no enemy.  Stay, sweet nymph!  You flee as the lamb flees the 
wolf, or the deer the lion, as doves on fluttering wings fly from an eagle, as all creatures flee 
their natural foes! But it is love that drives me to follow you.  Alas, how I fear lest you trip 
and fall, lest briars scratch your innocent legs, and I be the cause of your hurting yourself.  
These are rough places through which you are running – go less swiftly, I beg of you, slow 
your flight, and I in turn shall pursue less swiftly! 
   ‘Yet stay to inquire whose heart you have charmed.  I am no peasant, living in a mountain 
hut, nor am I a shepherd or boorish herdsman who tends his flocks and cattle in these regions.  
Silly girl, you do not know from whom you are fleeing: indeed, you do not, or else you would 
not flee.  I am lord of Delphi, Claros, and Tenedos, and of the realms of Patara too. I am the 
son of Jupiter.  By my skill, the past, the present, and the future are revealed; thanks to me, 
the lyre strings thrill with music.  My arrow is sure, though there is one surer still, which has 
wounded my carefree heart.  The art of medicine is my invention, and men the world over 
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give me the name of healer.  All the properties of hers are known to me: but alas, there are no 
herbs to cure love, and the skill which helps others cannot help its master.’ 
   He would have said more, but the frightened maiden fled from him, leaving him with his 
words unfinished; even then, she was graceful to see, as the wind bared her limbs and its 
gusts stirred her garments, blowing them out behind her.  Her hair streamed in the light 
breeze, and her beauty was enhanced by her flight.  But the youthful god could not endure to 
waste his time on further blandishments, and, as love itself prompted, sped swiftly after her.  
Even so, when a Gallic hound spies a hare in some open meadow he tries by his swiftness to 
secure his prey, while the hare, by her swiftness, seeks safety: the dog, seeming just about to 
fasten on his quarry, hopes at every moment that he has her, and grazes her hind quarters with 
outstretched muzzle, but the hare, uncertain whether she has not already been caught, 
snatches herself out of his very jaws, and escapes the teeth which almost touch her. 
   Thus the god and the nymph sped on, one made swift by hope and one by fear; but he who 
pursued was swifter, for he was assisted by love’s wings.  He gave the fleeing maiden no 
respite, but followed close on her heels, and his breath touched the locks that lay scattered on 
her neck, till Daphne’s strength was spent, and she grew pale and weary with the effort of her 
swift flight.  Then she saw the waters of the Peneus: ‘O father,’ she cried, ‘help me!  If your 
rivers really have divine power, work some transformation, and destroy this beauty which 
makes me please all too well!’  Her prayer was scarcely ended when a deep languor took hold 
on her limbs, her soft breast was enclosed in thin bark, her hair grew into leaves, her arms 
into branches, and her feet that were lately so swift were held fast by sluggish roots, while her 
face became the treetop.  Nothing of her was left, except her shining loveliness. 
   Even as a tree, Phoebus loved her.  He placed his hand against the trunk, and felt her heart 
still beating under the new bark.  Embracing the branches as if they were limbs he kissed the 
wood: but, even as a tree, she shrank from his kisses.  Then the god said: ‘Since you cannot 
be my bride, surely you will at least be my tree.  My hair, my lyre, my quivers will always 
display the laurel.  You will accompany the generals of Rome, when the Capitol beholds their 
long triumphal processions, when joyful voices raise the song of victory.  You will stand by 
Augustus’ gateposts too, faithfully guarding his doors, and keeping watch from either side 
over the wreath of oak leaves that will hang there.  Further, as my head is ever young, my 
tresses never shorn, so do you also, at all times, wear the crowning glory of never-fading 
foliage.’  Paean, the healer, had done: the laurel tree inclined her newmade branches, and 
seemed to nod her leafy top, as if it were a head, in consent. 
   There is a grove in Haemonia, shut in on every side by steep wooded slopes.  Men call it 
Tempe.  Through this grove flow the foaming waters of Peneus, gushing out from the  bottom 
of Pindus’ range.  As the river roars downwards, it gathers mists of light spray, and scatters its 
drops on the treetops.  The noise of its waters wearies the ear, far beyond its own 
neighbourhood.  This was the home, the dwelling, the most secret haunt of the great river.  
Sitting here, in a cave hewn out of the cliffs, he was dispensing justice to the waves and to the 
nymphs who inhabited his stream. 
   To this spot there came first the rivers of his own country – Spercheus, poplar-fringed, the 
never-resting Enipeus, the old Apidanus, gentle Amphrysus, and Aeas: none of them knowing 
whether to congratulate or to condole with Daphne’s father.  Then all the other rivers came, 
all the streams which, wherever their course has carried them, at last bring down their waters, 
weary with wandering, to the sea. 
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   Only Inachus was not present, but remained hidden away in the depths of his cave, swelling 
his stream with tears, and in utter misery lamenting the loss of his daughter Io.  He did not 
know whether she was alive or among the shades of the dead: but since he could not find her 
anywhere he assumed that she was nowhere to be found, and his heart feared worse than he 
knew. 
   Jupiter had caught sight of her as she was returning from her father’s stream, and has said: 
‘Maiden, you are fit for Jupiter himself to love, and will make someone divinely happy when 
you share his couch.  Now, while the sun is at its zenith, seek shelter from its heat in the 
depths of the greenwood,’ – and he indicated the shady grove – ‘and do not be afraid to go 
alone into the haunts of wild beasts: you will be safe, though you make your way into the 
very heart of the forest, for you will be under the protection of a god; no common god at that, 
but the one who holds heaven’s great sceptre, and launches the roving thunderbolt.  Do not 
run away from me!’ – for the girls was already fleeing.  She had left pasture lands of Lerna 
behind her, and the Lyrcean fields, thickly planted with trees, when the god spread darkness 
over the wide earth, concealing it from view.  Then he halted the maiden’s flight, and robbed 
her of her maidenhood. 
   Meanwhile Juno looked down over the heart of Argos, and wondered that floating clouds 
should give the appearance of night during the bright daytime.  She realized that these were 
no river mists, nor were they exhaled from the damp earth.  She looked round to see where 
her husband was: for by now she knew well the deception practised by that husband, who had 
so often been caught behaving as he ought not.   

‘When hell broke loose’, Malta Today, 18th October 2017. 
   from Metamorphosis, Book VI, The Lycian Peasants 

The story is not well-known, for the men it concerns were of humble birth, but it is a strange 
tale all the same.  I myself have been to the pool, and seen the place that is famous for this 
miracle; for my father, when he was growing old and unfit for travel, ordered me to go to that 
land, and bring home some special cattle.  He himself found me a guide, a native of the 
country.  While I was travelling across the pastures with this man, I caught sight of an ancient 
altar, standing in the middle of a lake, surrounded by quivering reeds, and black with the 
ashes of past sacrifices.  My guide stopped and, in a superstitious whisper, muttered: “Oh, be 
gracious unto me!” I echoed his murmur, “Be gracious!”  Then I asked whether this altar was 
in honour of the Naiads or of Faunus, or of some native god, and he replied: “It is no 
mountain spirit who dwells by that altar, my boy.  The goddess who claims it as her own is 
the one whom the queen of heaven once debarred from settling anywhere in the world: till at 
last wandering Delos, still a floating island then, heard her prayer, and barely consented to 
receive her.  There, leaning against a palm and with the help of Pallas’ olive tree, Leto gave 
birth to her twins, in spite of their stepmother.  But as soon as the babes were born, Juno’s 
wrath forced her to fee from this refuge too, carrying her two divine children clasped to her 
breast. 
  ‘”At last, she found herself wandering in the land of Lycia, the home of the Chimaera, while 
the relentless sun blazed down, scorching the fields.  Tired with her long journeying, and 
parched with the heat of the sun, the goddess grew thirsty: and her children, too, had greedily 
sucked all the milk from her breasts.  Then it so happened that she saw a medium-sized lake, 
far down in the valley.  Beside the lake, peasants were gathering bushy osiers and reeds and 
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sedge, that grew abundantly in the marshy soil.  The Titan’s daughter drew near, and knelt 
down to drink the cool water, but the country folk tried to prevent her.  Then the goddess 
appealed to them: ‘Why do you keep me away from the water?’ she said.  ‘Water is there for 
the use of all.  Nature has made rippling streams, as she made air and sunlight, not for 
individuals, but for the benefit of all alike.  I come in search of something to which all men 
have a right.  Still, I ask you on bended knee to give it me.  I had no intention of bathing my 
body or my weary limbs in this lake: all I want is to quench my thirst.  My mouth is too dry 
to talk, and my voice can scarcely come out, my throat is so parched.  A drink of water will 
be nectar to me and, if you give it, I shall feely confess that you have saved my life.  You will 
bestow on me, not merely water, but life itself.  Have pity on these children too, who are 
holding out their tiny arms to you, from my breast!’ – and indeed the children were, as it 
happened, holding out their arms.  Who could have resisted the persuasive words of the 
goddess?  But in spite of her entreaties, those peasants stubbornly continued to prevent her 
from drinking, threatening what they would do, if she did not take herself off, and heaping 
insults on her as well.  No content with that, they stirred up the waters of the lake itself with 
their hands and feet, and leaped about, this way and that, in pure malice, churning up the soft 
mud at the bottom of the pool.  Coeus’ daughter forgot her thirst, in her anger; no longer did 
she waste time asking favours of people who did not deserve such consideration, or 
addressing them in tones too humble for a goddess.  Instead she raised her hands to the stars, 
and cried: ‘Live then for eve in that lake of yours!’  Her prayer was granted.  The peasants 
were seized with a desire to plunge beneath the water; now they submerged themselves 
entirely in the depths of the pool, now popped their heads up, and swam on the surface.  
Often they rested on the banks of the lake, often sprang back again into its cool waters.  But 
even then, their foul tongues still kept up their bickering, and with no sense of shame at all, 
even under the water, they still tried to be abusive.  Their voices became harsher, their throats 
puffed and swollen, and their ill-natured croakings stretched their gaping mouths still wider.  
Their heads sank down onto their shoulders, for their necks seemed to have disappeared; their 
backs turned green and their bellies 
‘There are crooks everywhere you look’, Running Commentary, 16th October 2017, 
14:35 
   from Metamorphoses, Book VI, Procne, Tereus and Philomela 

Her beauty, indeed, was excuse enough, but he was further excited by his own passionate 
nature, for the people of his country are an emotional race.  So, thanks to the fault of the 
national temperament and his own, he burned with ardent passion. His impulse was to bribe 
the attendants who guarded her, to undermine her nurse’s loyalty, to tempt the girl herself 
with magnificent gifts, lavishing his whole kingdom on her: or else to seize her and carry her 
off, and then to defend his prize by savage fighting.  There was nothing that his unbridled 
passion would not dare.  His heart could not contain the fires that burned within.  He was 
impatient, now, of delay, and eagerly turned back to deliver Procne’s message, and to put 
forward his own plea under cover of hers.  Love made him eloquent, and whenever his 
request seemed too pressing, he declared that Procne would have it so.  He enforced his 
arguments with tears, as if his wife had entrusted him with those as well. 
   O gods above, how blind we mortals are!  The very acts which furthered his wicked scheme 
made people believe that he was a devoted husband, and he was praised for his criminal 
behaviour.  Moreover, Philomela shared his eagerness.  Throwing her arms round her father’s 
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neck, she coaxed him to let her go to visit her sister, and begged him, as he hoped for her 
welfare, to agree to a plan which was, in fact, entirely contrary to it.  Tereus gazed at the 
princess and already, in anticipation, held her in his arms.  As he watched her kissing 
Pandion, throwing her arms about his neck, the sight of all this goaded him to greater frenzy, 
and added food and fuel to his desire.  When he saw her embrace the king, how he wished 
that he were her father!  Yet even had he been so, his desires would still have been equally 
wicked.  The king yielded to the wishes of his two daughters: Philomela, overjoyed, thanked 
her father and supposed, poor girl, that his decision was a victory for herself and her sister, 
when in fact it was to be the ruin of them both. 
   Now the sun had but little way to go, and his horses were galloping down the slope of the 
evening sky: a kingly banquet was spread upon the tables, and the golden goblets were filled 
with wine.  After the feast, the guests retired to peaceful slumbers.  But the Thracian king, 
though he had gone to bed, was in a fever of love for the princess and lay, recalling her face, 
her movements, her hands, and imagining the parts he had not seen to be just as he would 
have them.  So he fostered his love, too restless to sleep. 
   When the dawn came, and Tereus was on the point of departure, Pandion clasped his hand 
and, with tears in his eyes, begged him to look after his companion. ‘My dear son,’ he said, 
‘since your affectionate pleading leaves me no choice, I entrust this child of mine to you, in 
accordance with your own wishes, Tereus, and those of my two daughters.  I beg you, by 
your honour, by the gods above, and by the relationship that binds us, to watch over her like a 
father, and to send back to me, as soon as may be, this dear girl who is the comfort of my old 
age.  The time will drag for me, all the while she is away.  And you, Philomela, if you love 
me at all, come back to me as soon as you can.  It is enough that your sister is so far from 
home.’  With these injunctions, he kissed his daughter good-bye, crying quietly as he did so.  
He asked them both to give him their hands as a pledge that they would keep their promise 
and then, joining their hand together, begged them to remember to convey his greetings to his 
absent daughter and to his grandson.  Sobs choked him, so that he could scarcely manage to 
utter a last farewell:  his mind was filled with anxious foreboding.  
   Once Philomela was on board the painted ship, when the sea was churned up under the oar-
blades, and the land left behind, then the barbarous prince cried out: ‘I have won! I have on 
board with me the girl I prayed for!’ In his triumph he could scarcely wait for the joys which 
he anticipated, could not tear his eyes away from his prize, as when an eagle, seizing a hare in 
its crooked talons, deposits the prize in its lofty eyrie – then the captor gazes gloatingly on 
the prisoner, for whom there is no escape. 
  They had accomplished their journey and, on reaching their own shores, disembarked from 
the travel-worn ship.  The kind dragged Pandion’s daughter to a high-walled steading, hidden 
in the dark depths of an ancient forest, and there he shut her up.  She, for her part, pale and 
trembling, frightened of everything, begged him with tears to tell her where her sister was.  
Instead, he told her of his guilty passion and, by sheer force, overcame the struggles of the 
lonely and defenceless girl, while she vainly called aloud to her father, to her sister, and 
above all to the gods, for help.  She was quivering with fear, like some timid lamb which has 
been mauled and cast aside by a grey wolf, and cannot yet believe in its safety: or like a dove, 
its feathers matted with its own blood, still trembling and afraid of the greedy talons which 
held it fast.   
   Soon, when she came to herself again, she tore her disordered hair, clawed at her arms and 
beat them against her breast, as if she were in mourning.  Then, stretching out her hands, she 
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cried: ‘You horrible barbarian, you cruel scoundrel!  Are you quite unmoved by the charges 
my father laid upon you, by the affectionate tears he shed as he let me go?  Do you care 
nothing for my sister’s anxiety, for my innocent youth, of for you own marriage?  You have 
confounded all natural feelings: I am my sister’s rival, you a husband twice over, and Procne 
ought, by rights, to be my enemy.  You traitor, why not take my life from me as well, to 
complete you crime?  How I wish that you had done so, before I was forced into that 
unspeakable union!  Then my ghost would have been guiltless.  Yet if the gods above take 
notice of these things, if the power of heaven is more than an empty name, if all has not been 
lost, although I am lost, then one day no matter when, you will pay the penalty for this.  I 
myself will throw aside all modesty, and proclaim your deeds.  If I have the chance, I shall 
come forward before your people, and tell my story.  If I am to be kept shut up in the woods, 
I shall fill the forests with my voice, and win sympathy from the very rocks that witnessed 
my degradation.  Heaven will hear my cries, and any god that dwells there!’ 
  Her words roused the fierce tyrant to anger, and to fear no less.  Goaded on by both these 
passions, he snatched his sword out of its scabbard where it hung at his waist, and seizing his 
victim by the hair, twisted her arms behind her back, and bound them fast.  Philomela, filled 
with hopes of death when she saw the sword, offered him her throat.  But even as she poured 
out her scorn, still calling upon her father, and struggling to speak, he grasped her tongue 
with a pair of forceps, and cut it out with his cruel sword.  The remaining stump still quivered 
in her throat, while the tongue itself lay pulsing and murmuring incoherently to the dark 
earth.  It writhed convulsively, like a snake’s tail when it has newly been cut off and, dying, 
tried to reach its mistress’ feet.  Even after this atrocity, they say, though I can hardly bring 
myself to believe it, that the king in his guilty passion often took his pleasure with the body 
he had so mutilated.   
   After such behaviour, he had the audacity to go back to Procne.  When the queen saw her 
husband, she inquired for her sister, and he then told her a tale of his own invention: he 
declared that Philomela was dead, groaning in pretended grief, and convincing the listeners 
by his tears.  Procne tore from her shoulders her bright robes, with their broad golden hems, 
clothed herself in black, and set up an empty tomb, at which she made offering to a ghost that 
was no ghost, and lamented the sad fate of her sister, whose sufferings were far other than she 
thought. 
   The sungod had driven his car through the twelve signs of heaven, and a full year had 
passed.  What could Philomela do?  She was closely guarded to prevent her escape, the walls 
of the steading were stout, built of solid stone, her dumb lips could not reveal what had 
happened.  But grief and pain breed great ingenuity, and distress teaches us to be inventive.  
Cunningly she set up her threads on a barbarian loom, and wove a scarlet design on a white 
ground, which pictured the wrong she had suffered.  When it was finished, she gave it to one 
of her servants  
‘Malta Criminal Investigation Closes In on ‘Mafia State’, The New York Times, 19th 
December, 2019 
   from Metamorphoses, Book VIII, Scylla and Minos 

   The plan she had begun to make appealed to her, and she resolved to give herself up to 
Minos, with her father’s kingdom as a dowry, and so put an end to the war.  But the will to do 
this was not enough.  ‘There is a garrison on sentry duty at the entrance to the city,’ she said 
to herself, ‘and my father has the keys to the gates.  Wretched girl that I am, he is the only 
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one I have to fear: he alone prevents me from accomplishing what I desire.  Would to the 
gods I were rid of my father!  But surely every man is his own god: Fortune refuses her aid to 
those who merely pray, and take no action.  Anyone else, fired with a desire as great as mine, 
would long ago have destroyed anything that stood in the way of her love, and have been 
glad to do so.  Why should I be less brave than another?  I would make my way boldly 
through fire and sword, and in this case there is no need of either, but only of a lock of my 
father’s hair. That lock is more precious to me than gold, for the purple trees will make me 
happy, and bring me that for which I pray!’ As she was musing thus, night, the mighty healer 
of men’s cares, came on, and with the darkness she grew bolder.  During those first peaceful 
hours, when sleep enfolds the hearts of mortals whom day’s anxieties have wearied, she 
silently entered her father’s bedroom, and performed her awful deed.  His own daughter 
robbed her father of the hair on which his whole destiny depended.  When she had obtained 
her horrible prize, she made her way through the very midst of the enemy – so confident was 
she in the service she had done them – till she came to the king.  He was startled by her 
arrival, but she addressed him in these words: ‘Love has driven me to crime.  I, Scylla, 
daughter of King Nisus, hand over to you the gods of my country and my home.  I ask 
nothing in return except yourself.  Take this pledge of my love, this purple tress of hair, and 
believe that it is not my father’s hair but his head which I deliver up to you!’  She held out her 
gift in her guilty hand, but Minos shrank back from what she offered him.  Shaken at the 
thought of so unnatural a deed, he cried: ‘You are a disgrace to our times!  I pray that the 
gods may rid the earth of you, that land and sea may deny you any refuge!  Certainly I shall 
not allow my world, the island of Crete which was the cradle of Jupiter, to come in contact 
with such a monster!’  This was his reply.  Then he imposed his own conditions, which were 
eminently just, upon his captured enemies and, when he had done so, ordered the mooring 
cables to be unloosed, and told the rowers to take their places in the bronze-beaked ships.  
   Scylla watched the ships being dragged down to the sea, and when she saw them already 
afloat upon the waves, realized that the enemy leader was not going to reward her for her 
crime.  She had no more prayers to utter; her mood changed to one of violent rage instead.  In 
a fury, she tore her hair and shook her fists at Minos.  ‘Where are you going?’ she cried.  ‘You 
whom I have preferred to my country and to my own father?  Where are you going, leaving 
behind the one who made your recent conquest possible?  Where are you off to, hard-hearted 
man, after gaining a victory for which I deserve all the credit and all the blame?  Does the gift 
I have made you move you not at all?  Does my love mean nothing, or the fact that all my 
hopes are centred on you alone?  For, if you leave me, where shall I go?  My own country lies 
vanquished and, even supposing it still survived, it is closed to me since I betrayed it.  Shall I 
go to my father, after delivering him up to you?  The citizens hate me, as they have every 
right to do, and neighbouring peoples are afraid of the example I have set.  All the world is 
shut against me, so that Crete is my only refuge.  If you prevent me from finding shelter 
there, if you are so lost to all sense of gratitude as to abandon me, then you are the son, not of 
Europa, but rather of the inhospitable Syrtis, of an Armenian tigress, or of Charybdis’ pool, 
which the South wind lashes to fury: you are no child of Jove, and the story of your birth is a 
lie!  It was not a god disguised as a bull who lured your mother away, but a real bull, a wild 
beast that had never known love for any heifer.  O Nisus, my father, punish me!  Your walls 
that I lately betrayed,  
‘U l-kotra qamet f’daqqa’, November 2019. 
   from Metamorphoses, Book III, Pentheus Scorns the Prophet 
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   Bacchus was now at hand, and the fields were ringing with the wild shrieks of his 
worshippers.  The whole populace streamed out of the city, men and women, old and young, 
the humbly born and those of high estate, all rushing to celebrate the new rites.  But Pentheus 
objected: ‘Descendants of the serpent’s race,’ he cried, ‘children of Mars, what madness has 
robbed you of your senses?  Can brazen cymbals clashing, pipes with curving horns, trickery 
and magic have an effect so great that men who faced the swords of battle and heard its 
trumpets, undismayed, who were undaunted by the ranks of war with weapons drawn, should 
quail before wailing women and tinkling tambourines, drunken madmen and disgusting 
fanatics?  I do not know which of you surprise me more, you older men who, after sailing far 
across the sea and building a new Tyre in this land, a refuge for your exiled gods, now allow 
it to be captured without a struggle – or the younger men, those of a more spirited age, nearer 
to my own, who should be wearing helmets, not garlands, and be carrying martial arms, not 
Bacchic wands.  Remember your parentage, I implore you, and show the spirit of that serpent 
who, one against many, destroyed them all.  He gave his life for the sake of a pool and a 
spring of water: do you, by defeating the foe, defend the honour of your name.  He slew men 
of valour: you, then, must rout this feeble enemy, and so maintain the glory of your fathers.  
If Thebes is fated to fall so soon, how I wish that gallant foemen were bringing down her 
walls with their engines of war, that the roar of flames and the din of battle were sounding in 
our ears.  Then, though wretched, we should be free from blame; though our lot would be 
lamentable, there would be no need for concealment, our tears would bring us no shame.  But 
now, Thebes will be taken by an unarmed boy, one who takes no pleasure in war, its weapons 
and its cavalry, but delights in tresses dripping with myrrh, in fresh garlands and garments 
embroidered with purple and gold.  Only stand aside, and I shall compel him forthwith to 
confess that he has himself invented this tale of a divine father, that his sacred rites are empty 
mockeries.  Acrisius had courage enough to despise his empty boast of divine power, and to 
shut the gates of Argos in his face:  and will this new arrival frighten Pentheus and all 
Thebes?  Go quickly’ – this order was given to his slaves – ‘Go and drag that leader here in 
chains.  Waste no time in carrying out my commands.’ 
   His grandfather and Athamas, and indeed his whole family reproached and warned 
Pentheus: vainly they tried to stop him.  Their warnings only roused him the more, and his 
mad rage was excited and increased by their attempts to restrain it.  Their very efforts to 
control him did harm.  So have I seen a mountain stream, flowing smoothly downhill, with 
gentle murmuring, as long as nothing blocked its course; but wherever trees or rocks 
obstructed it, it foamed and boiled, made fiercer by the obstacles. 
   Now the band of slaves returned, all stained with blood.  When their master inquired where 
Bacchus was, they declared they had not seen him.  ‘But here is one of his companions we 
have captured,’ they said, ‘a priest who celebrates his sacred mysteries.’  And they hand over 
a prisoner, whose hands were bound behind his back.  He was a man of Lydian parentage, 
and a follower of the god.  Pentheus looked at him, terrible anger in his eyes.  He could 
scarcely bear to delay punishment for an instant: however, he questioned the prisoner, and 
said: ‘You are on the point of death, and by your death you will serve as a warning to others.  
Speak then, reveal your name and the names of your parents, tell me where you were born, 
and why you celebrate the rites of his new cult.’  The other was quite unperturbed.   He 
replied: ‘My name is Acoetes, I was born in Lydia, and my parents were of humble stock.  
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My father did not leave me any fields for sturdy bullocks to till, or any woolly flocks, or 
herds.   

Melita, November 2019 
   from Metamorphoses, Book I, The Crimes of Men and Giants 

and criminal greed.  Now sailors spread their canvas to the winds, though they had as yet but 
little knowledge of these, and trees which had once clothed the high mountains were 
fashioned into ships, and tossed upon the ocean waves, far removed from their own element.  
The land, which has previously been common to all, like the sunlight and the breezes, was 
now divided up far and wide by boundaries, set by cautious surveyors.  Nor was it only corn 
and their due nourishment that men demanded of the rich earth: they explored its very 
bowels, and dug out the wealth which it had hidden away, close to the Stygian shades; and 
this wealth was a further incitement to wickedness.  By this time iron had been discovered, to 
the hurt of mankind, and gold, more hurtful still than iron.  War made its appearance, using 
both those metals in its conflict, and shaking clashing weapons in bloodstained hands.  Men 
lived on what they could plunder: friend was not safe from friend, nor father-in-law from son-
in-law, and even between brothers affection was rare.  Husbands waited eagerly for the death 
of their wives, and wives for that of their husbands.  Ruthless stepmothers mixed brews of 
deadly aconite, and sons pried into their fathers’ horoscopes, impatient for them to die.  All 
proper affection lay vanquished and, last of the immortals, the maiden Justice left the blood-
soaked earth. 
   The heights of heaven were no safer than earth; for the giants, so runs the story, assailed the 
kingdom of the gods and, piling mountains together, built them up to the stars above.  Then 
the almighty father hurled his thunderbolt, smashed through Olympus, and flung down Pelion 
from where it had been piled on top of Ossa.  The terrible bodies of the giants lay crushed 
beneath their own massive structures, and the earth was drenched and soaked with torrents of 
blood from her sons.  They, they say, she breathed life into this warm blood and, so that her 
offspring might not be completely forgotten, changed it into the shape of men.  But the men 
thus born, no less than the giants, were contemptuous of the gods, violent and cruel, with a 
lust to kill: it was obvious that they were the children of blood. 
   When the father of the gods, the son of Saturn, looked down from his high citadel, and saw 
what was going on, he groaned aloud.  He recalled the horrid banquet of Lycaon which had 
not yet become common knowledge, so recent was the deed, and his heart swelled with 
dreadful wrath, worthy of Jupiter.  He called together his council, and they did not delay 
when they heard his summons. 
   There is a track across the heavens, plain to see in the clear sky.  It is called the Milky Way, 
and is famous for its brightness.  It is by this road that the gods come to the palace of the 
mighty Thunderer, and to his royal home.  On the right hand and on the left stand the houses 
of distinguished gods, filled with crowds that throng their open doors.  The ordinary 
inhabitants of heaven live elsewhere, in different places.  Here the powerful and noble 
divinities have made their homes.  This is the spot which, were I allowed to speak boldly, I 
would not hesitate to call the Palatine district of high heaven. 
   So the gods took their seats in the marble council chamber, and their lord sat, throned high 
above them, leaning on his ivory sceptre.  Three times, four times, he shook those awe-
inspiring locks and with them moved the earth, the sea, the stars.  Then he opened his lips, 

 12



and spoke these indignant words: ‘Never was I more anxious concerning the sovereignty of 
the universe, no, not even at that time when each of the snaky-footed giants was preparing to 
throw his hundred arms round the sky and take it captive. For then the attack was made by 
one small group of enemies, and, although they were fierce ones, still the trouble originated 
from one source.  Now the entire human race must be destroyed, throughout all the lands 
which Nereus surrounds with his roaring waters.  I swear by the rivers of the underworld that 
flow through the Stygian grove beneath the earth: all other remedies have already been tried.  
This cancer is incurable, and must be cut out by the knife, in case the healthy part become 
infected.  
‘No stone unturned’, Public Inquiry Ongoing, December 2020 
   from Metamorphoses, Book VIII, The Cretan Labyrinthr 

o die.  But let it be one of those whom I have treacherously wronged who destroys me; why 
do you, Minos, punish my crime, when it has brought you victory?  What my father and my 
country regard as guilt should be to you a proof of devotion.  In very truth, that unfaithful 
wife who tricked a fierce bull by means of a wooden model, and bore a child half animal, half 
human, was a fit mate for you!  Tell me, do my words reach your ears, or do those same 
winds that speed your ships carry away my pleas, you ungrateful wretch, and make them 
vain?  Now, indeed, I am not surprised that Pasiphae preferred her bull to you: of the two, 
you were the more savage.  Alas, he is ordering his crews to make haste: the wave roars 
under the beat of the oarblades, and I and my country together fade into the distance.  But it is 
no use!  You need not try to forget the service I have done you.  I shall follow you, even 
against your will.  I shall seize hold of your vessel’s curving stern, and be carried with you far 
across the sea!’ 
   No sooner had she said this, than she jumped into the water, and swam after the ships; her 
violent passion lending her strength, she grasped and clung to the Cretan vessel, and 
unwelcome companion.  Her father caught sight of her (for he had been newly changed into a 
sea eagle, with tawny feathers, and was no hovering in the air) and attacked her, as she clung 
there, intending to rend her flesh with his hooked beak.  In her terror she let go her hold on 
the boat, but as she fell the light breeze seemed to bear her up, and prevent her from touching 
the waters.  She found herself all feathers: and when downy plumage had changed her into a 
bird she was called Ciris, or Shearer, a name she owes to the cutting off of her father’s hair. 
   When Minos had returned safely to Crete, he disembarked, and sacrificed a hundred oxen 
to Jupiter in payment of his vows.  The trophies he had won were hung up to adorn the 
palace.  In his absence the monstrous child which the queen had borne, to the disgrace of the 
king’s family, had grown up, and the strange hybrid creature had revealed his wife’s 
disgusting love affair to everyone.  Minos determined to rid his home of this shameful sight, 
by shutting the monster away in an enclosure of elaborate and involved design, where it 
could not be seen.  Daedalus, an architect famous for his skill, constructed the maze, 
confusing the usual marks of direction, and leading the eye of the beholder astray by devious 
paths winding in different directions.  Just the playful waters of the Maeander in Phrygia flow 
this way and that, without any consistency, as the river, turning to meet itself, sees its own 
advancing waves, flowing now towards its source and now towards the open sea, always 
changing its direction, so Daedalus constructed countless wandering paths and was himself 
scarcely able to find his way back to the entrance, so confusing was the maze.  
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   There Minos imprisoned the monster, half-bull, half-man, and twice feasted him on 
Athenian blood; but when, after a further interval of nine years, a third band of victims was 
demanded, this brought about the creature’s downfall.  For thanks to the help of the princess 
Ariadne, Theseus rewound the thread he had laid, retraced his steps, and found the elusive 
gateway as none of his predecessors had managed to do.  Immediately he set sail for Dia, 
carrying with him the daughter of Minos; but on the shore of that island he cruelly abandoned 
his companion.  Ariadne, left all alone, was sadly lamenting her fate, when Bacchus put his 
arms around her, and brought her his aid.  He took the crown from her forehead and set it as a 
constellation in the sky, to bring her eternal glory.  Up through the thin air it soared an, as it 
flew, its jewels were changed into shining fires.  They settled in position, still keeping the 
appearance of a crown, midway between the kneeling Hercules and Ophiuchus, who grasps 
the snake. 
   Meanwhile Daedalus, tired of Crete and of his long absence from home, was filled with 
longing for his own country, but he was shut in by the sea.  Then he said: ‘The king may 
block my way by land or across the ocean, but the sky, surely, is open, and that is how we 
shall go.   

‘Nobody deserves to die’, Malta Today, 18th October 2017. 
   from Metamorphoses, Book XI, Ceyx and Alcyone 

It was the thought of Alcyone that distressed Ceyx: Alcyone and nothing else was on his lips.  
She was his one desire, and yet he was glad she was not there.  He would have liked, too, to 
look back at the shores of his country, and turn his eyes for a last time in the direction of his 
home, but indeed he did not know where it lay, amid the boiling and swirling of the sea, and 
the curtain of pitch-black clouds that concealed the sky, redoubling the darkness of the night.  
The mast was broken by the onrush of the tempestuous whirlwind, the rudder shattered.  
Then, like a victor triumphing in his spoils, one last wave arched itself on high, looking down 
on all the other waves.  As violently as if Athos and Pindus were torn from their foundations 
and hurled in their entirety into the open sea, it crashed sheer down, and, by its weight and 
the force of the blow combined, submerged the ship in the depths of the ocean.  Many of the 
crew sank with the vessel, and were swallowed up in the sea, to die without rising to the 
surface again.  Others clung to spars and broken fragments of the ship.  Ceyx himself, with 
the hand that once wielded a sceptre, held fast to a piece of wreckage and called, alas in vain, 
upon his father and his father-in-law.  But as he swam, the name most often on his lips was 
that of his wife, Alcyone.  He thought of her, spoke of her, prayed that the waves might wash 
his body up where she would see it, and that in death he might be buried by her loving hands.  
While he kept himself afloat, whenever the waves let him open his lips, he called to Alcyone, 
far away, and even when the seas closed over him, still he murmured her name.  Suddenly an 
arching mass of black waters came crashing down over the midst of the seething ocean, and 
Ceyx sank and drowned beneath the breaking wave.  On that day Lucifer was dim and 
unrecognizable: since he could not leave the sky, he shrouded his face in thick clouds. 
   Meanwhile Alcyone, knowing nothing of the disaster, was counting the nights, vainly 
promising herself her husband’s return, and hurrying on the making of garments, some for his 
use, and others which she herself would wear when he came back.  To all the gods she made 
dutiful offerings of incense, but first and foremost she worshipped in Juno’s temple, visiting 
the altars of the goddess on behalf of one who was no more, praying that her husband might 
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be brought safely back to her, and that the might prefer no other woman to herself: of all her 
many prayers, this was the only one that could be granted. 
   The goddess could not endure any further petitions for a man who was already dead.  So, to 
remove those ill-fated hands from her altars, she said to Iris: ‘Most faithful bearer of my 
messages, go quickly to the drowsy home of Sleep, and bid him Alcyone a dream, in the 
shape of the dead Ceyx, to tell her the true state of affairs.’  At her behest Iris put on her 
trailing robe of a thousand colours and, tracing a curved arc across the heavens, sought the 
cloud-wrapped palace of the king she had been told to visit.   
   Near the Cimmerian country is a cave, deeply recessed, a hollow mountainside, the secret 
dwelling-place of languid Sleep, where the sun’s rays can never reach, whether at his rising 
or at noon or at his setting.  Dark mists are breathed out from the ground, and the half-light of 
evening’s gloom.  No crested cock summons the dawn with wakeful crowings, no anxious 
dogs break the silence, or geese, shrewder still than dogs.  No wild beasts are heard, no cattle, 
not is there any sound of branches swaying in the wind, or harsh quarrelling of human 
tongues.  Voiceless quiet dwells there: but from the depths of the rocky cave flows the river 
of Lethe whose waters invite slumber and they glide, murmuring over whispering pebbles.  
Before the doors of the house poppies bloom in abundance and countless herbs from whose 
juices a dewy Night gathers drowsiness and sprinkles it over the dark earth.  There is not a 
door in the whole house, lest some turning hinge should creak, nor is there any watchman at 
the threshold.   

Invicta 
   from Metamorphosis, Book XV, The Philosophy of Pythagoras 
  
“You people, dismayed by the fear of icy death, why are you terrified by the Styx, by 
shadows and empty names, the stuff of poet’s tales, by the dangers of a world that does not 
exist?  Our bodies, whether destroyed by the flames of the funeral pyre, or by slow decay, do 
not feel any suffering – you must not think so.  Our souls are immortal, and are ever received 
into new homes, where they live and dwell, when they have left their previous abode.  I 
myself at the time of the Trojan war – for I remember it well – was Panthous’ son, 
Euphorbus, who once received full in the breast the heavy spear of Menelaus, Atreus’ 
younger son.  Quite recently, in the temple of Juno at Argos, Abas’ city, I recognized the 
shield I used to carry on my left arm.  All things change, but nothing dies: the spirit wanders 
hither and thither, taking possession of what limbs it pleases, passing from beasts into human 
bodies, or again our human spirit passes into beasts, but never at any time does it perish.  
Like pliant wax which, stamped with new designs, does not remain as it was, or keep the 
same shape, but yet is still itself, so I tell you that the soul is always the same, but 
incorporates itself in different forms.  Therefore, in case family feeling prove less strong than 
greedy appetite, I warn you, do not drive souls that are akin to yours out of their homes by 
impious killings, do not nourish blood with blood. 
   ‘Since I have set sail upon a wide ocean, and spread my canvas to the wind, let me continue 
further.  Nothing is constant in the whole world.  Everything is in a state of flux, and comes 
into being as a transient appearance.  Time itself flows on with constant motion, just like a 
river: for no more than a river can the fleeting hour stand still.  As wave is driven on by wave, 
and, itself pursued, pursues the one before, so the moments of time at once flee and follow, 
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and are ever new.  What was before is left behind, that which was not comes to be, and every 
minute gives place to another.  You see the nights, completed, pass into day, the shining rays 
of morning succeed the darkness of the nights: the colour of the sky is not the same, when all 
things lie wearily in the still midnight, as when bright Lucifer emerges on his white steed.  It 
changes again when Aurora, forerunner of the day, gilds the sky she must hand on to 
Phoebus.  The orb of the sun-god himself, red in the morning when he rises from beneath the 
earth, red when he sinks below, shines white in the heights of heaven, because the air is better 
there, far removed from earth’s contagion.  Nor can the moon by night retain one and the 
same shape all the time: she is smaller today than she will be to-morrow, if she is waxing, and 
greater if she wanes. 
   ‘Or again, don’t you see the year passing through a succession of four seasons, thus 
imitating our own life?  In the early spring, it is tender and full of sap, like the age of 
childhood.  Then the crops, in shining trim but still delicate, shoot up in the fields and, though 
they are not yet stout and strong, fill the farmers with joyous hopes.  Everything is in flower, 
the fertile earth gay with brightly-coloured blossoms, but there is as yet no sturdiness in the 
leaves.  Spring past, the year grows more robust and, moving on into summer, becomes like a 
strong young man.  There is no time hardier than this, none richer, none so hot and fiery.  
Autumn takes over when the ardour of youth is gone, a season ripe and mellow, in temper 
midway between youth and age, with a sprinkling of grey hairs at its temples.  Then aged 
winter comes shivering in, with tottering steps, its hair all gone, or what it has turned white.  
   ‘In the same way, our own bodies are always ceaselessly changing, and what we have been, 
or now are, we shall not be to-morrow.  There was a day when we lived in our mother’s 
womb, mere seeds that held the first promise of a man.  To these nature applied her hands, 
skilfully fashioning them.  Then, unwilling that our bodies should lie tightly cramped and 
buried inside our mother’s swollen shape, she sent us out from our home, into the empty air.  
The baby, first born into the light of day, lies weak and helpless: after that he crawls on all 
fours, moving his limbs as animals do, and gradually, on legs as yet trembling and unsteady, 
stands upright, supporting himself by some convenient prop.  Then he becomes strong and 
swift of foot, passing through the stage of youth till, having lived through the years of middle 
age also, he slips down the incline of old age, towards life’s setting.  Age undermines and 
destroys the strength of former years.  Milon, grown old, weeps to see those arms hanging 
limp and thin, who massive knotted muscles once rivalled those of Hercules.  Helen weeps 
too, when she sees herself in the glass, wrinkled with age, and asks herself why she was twice 
carried off.  Time, the devourer, and the jealous years that pass, destroy all things and, 
nibbling them away, consume them gradually in a lingering death. 
   ‘Even the things which we call elements do not remain constant.  Consider the changes that 
they undergo: for I shall instruct you.  The everlasting universe contains four elements that 
give rise to bodies.  Two of these, earth and water, are heavy and, by their own weight, sink 
down, while the other two, air and fire, which is more rarefied than air itself, are weightless, 
and soar upwards, unless something holds them under.  Though these four elements are 
distinct from each other in space, yet they are all derived from one another, and are resolved 
back again into themselves.  Earth is broken up and refined into liquid water, water becoming 
still less substantial changes into air and wind, and air too, being already of the finest texture, 
flashes upwards when it loses weight, into the fiery atmosphere above.  Then the process is 
reversed, and the elements are restored again in the same order: fire condenses and thickens 
into air, air into water, and water, under pressure, produces earth. 
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   ‘Nor does anything retain its own appearance permanently.  Ever-inventive nature 
continually produces one shape from another.  Nothing in the entire universe ever perishes, 
believe me, but things vary, and adopt a new form.  The phrase “being born” is used for 
beginning to be something different from what one was before, while “dying” means ceasing 
to be the same.  Though this thing may pass into that, and that into this, yet the sum of things 
remains unchanged. 
   ‘For my part, considering how the generations of men have passed from the age of gold to 
that of iron, how often the fortunes of different places have been reversed, I should believe 
that nothings lasts long under the same form.  I have seen what once was solid earth now 
changed into sea, and lands created out of what once was ocean.  Seashells lie far away from 
ocean’s waves, and ancient anchors have been found on mountain tops.  What was at one 
time a level plain has become a valley, thanks to the waters flowing down over it, mountains 
have been washed away by floods, and levelled into plains.  Land that once was marshy has 
become a barren stretch of arid sand, and thirsty deserts are moist with stagnant pools.  In one 
place, nature sends out new springs, in another she blocks existing ones, and rivers may 
either burst from the ground, disturbed by tremors in the depths of the earth, or they may 
drain away and sink out of sight.  So the Lycus, after being swallowed up in a chasm of the 
earth, appears again far away, reborn from a new source: the Erasinus too at one point is 
sucked down, and flows beneath the ground, to return again as a mighty rivers in the fields of 
Argos.  The Mysus, they say, ashamed of his source and his original bed, now flows 
elsewhere as the Caicus.  In Sicily too the Amenanus sometimes runs full, churning the sands 
in his waters, but at other times his springs are checked, his channel dry.  Formerly the river 
Anigrus was used for drinking, but now it pours forth waters no one would wish to touch: 
since the time when, unless we are to discredit the poets completely, the centaurs used its 
stream to wash the wounds inflicted by the bow of Hercules, the club-bearer.  Again, is it not 
true that the Hypanis, which rises in Scythia’s mountains, was once fresh water, is now 
tainted with bitter salt? 
   ‘Antissa and Pharos, and Tyre too, the city of the Phoenicians, were once surrounded by 
sea, but not one of them is an island now.  In the old days, the inhabitants of Leucas occupied 
a continuation of the mainland, now the sea encircles them.  

‘Your pen has been silenced but your voice will live on’, The Malta Independent, 
19th October 2017. 
   from Metamorphoses, Book IX, Byblis and Caunus 

This was her resolve, and this decision prevailed over her doubts.  She raised herself on her 
side, leaning on her left arm, and said: ‘Let him decide for himself.  I shall confess my mad 
desires!  Alas, where am I drifting?  What flame has set my heart on fire?’  The she composed 
her letter, and proceeded to write it down, with trembling fingers.  She grasped her pen in her 
right hand, the other held blank writing-tablets.  She began, and hesitated: wrote, and found 
fault with what she had written, set down a word and then erased it, changed what she had 
said, blamed it or praised it, alternately laid aside the tablets, and picked them up again.  She 
did not know what she wanted, and became displeased with whatever she was about to do.  
On her fact was an expression of mingled shame and boldness.  She had written the words 
‘Your sister’, but decided to scratch them out and, smoothing the wax, wrote as follows: ‘One 
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who loves you sends you this, wishing you the happiness that she will never have, unless you 
give it her.  I am ashamed, ashamed indeed, to reveal my name, but if you ask what I require 
of you, I should like to plead my cause without mention of my name, and not be known as 
Byblis until I am sure of having my prayers granted.  You can have evidence of my wounded 
heart by looking at my pale cheeks, my thinness, the expression of my face, my eyes, so often 
wet with tears.  My sighs, that have no apparent cause, tell the same tale, my frequent 
embraces, and my kisses which as perhaps you have noticed, can be felt to be different from 
those of a sister.  Yet, though my heart is so deeply affected, though the flame of mad desire 
burns within me, still, as the gods are my witnesses, I have done everything to bring myself at 
length to my senses, and I have long fought miserably to escape Cupid’s violent attacks.  I 
have undergone more suffering than you would think it possible for a girl to endure: now I 
am compelled to confess myself beaten and make timid overtures begging for your help.  You 
alone can save or destroy the one who loves you.  Choose which you will do.  It is no enemy 
who makes this prayer to you, but a girl who, most nearly related, seeks to be related more 
nearly still, and would fain be bound to you by closer ties.  Let old men know the laws, and 
inquire into what they allow, what may be done and what may not, observing all the niceties 
of the statutes.  A love that scorns prudence is in keeping with our years.  What the law 
permits, as yet we do not know, but believe all things legitimate, following the example of the 
mighty gods.  No harsh father, no regard for reputation or fear of scandal will impede us.  
Even if there were reason to fear, we shall conceal the sweets of stolen love under the names 
of brother and sister.  I am free to speak with you in private, and we embrace and kiss in 
public.  Is the one thing still lacking so important?  Pity one who confesses her love, and 
would not have done so, had she not been driven to it by the extremity of her passion.  Do not 
earn the distinction of having your names carve on my tomb, as the one responsible for my 
death!’ 
   Tracing out this message, doomed to disappointment, she filled the tablets and, when there 
was no more space, added the last line in the margin.  Then she immediately sealed the story 
of her guilt with the impress of her jewelled signet, moistening it with tears, for her tongue 
was dry.  Shamefacedly she called on of her servants and, in coaxing and anxious tones, made 
her request.  ‘My faithful servant,’ she said, ‘take this message to my –‘ and after a long 
pause, she finished: ‘brother’.  As she was handing over the tablets, they slipped and fell from 
her hands, an omen which distressed her: but she sent them none the less. 
   The servant approached her brother and, when a suitable opportunity offered, handed over 
Byblis’ secret confession.  Maeander’s grandson took the tablets but, after reading only a 
part, threw them from him, in a sudden burst of dismayed anger.  He was scarcely able to 
keep his hands from the throat of the trembling messenger.  ‘You rogue!’ he cried, ‘to sponsor 
this incestuous affair! Flee while you can!  
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