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Abstract 

 
 "The Ovidian Eighteenth-Century: Authorship, Desire, and Education in 

Augustan Era England," argues that Ovidian eroticism shapes and transforms 

understandings of passion, gender, and consent for Restoration and eighteenth-century 

writers. The Ovidian love motif—which casts men as hunters, women as prey, and love 

as a hunger or appetite—was inverted and liberated by female authors in the Restoration 

and early eighteenth-century England to express a female-forward sexual desire. This 

type of sexuality not only loses popularity over the course of the eighteenth-century but 

becomes actively scorned alongside a disciplining of female sexuality. 

 I argue Ovid's work is the most pertinent lens through which to view the way 

early writers performed a type of sexual education. Elite gentlemen read, translated, and 

imitated Ovid at or before adolescence, yet women were by and large prohibited from 

such an education. Women readers were therefore at a deficit, and early women writers 

especially sought to address this deficit by presenting the most important aspect of Ovid 

as it pertained to women's lives: its depiction of how men view love, passion, seduction, 

eroticism, and even the marriage market. If men are receiving the Ovidian love motif in 

the elite classroom, better women readers draw on the motif so as to know how to either 

avoid being prey, or perform it for their pleasure.  

 Furthermore, I contend that British authors' use of Ovid shows how they see their 

own works positioned culturally: beginning with Aphra Behn who cultivates an 

alignment leading her to be called the "female Ovid" and ending with Samuel Richardson 

who casts his most irredeemable villain as "a greater master of metamorphosis than 
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Ovid." This movement from authors who embrace Ovid to authors who scorn him is 

reflected in the cultural attitude toward the pleasure-forward version of sexuality seen in 

the figures of the Rake or Coquette, who are often the heroes of Restoration literature but 

are not celebrated in late-eighteenth-century Sentimental novels. 
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1. Introduction 

 
 In the popular 1717 translation of Ovid's Metamorphoses, the preface written by 

Sameul Garth (1661-1719) re-tells a dispute that he had with an "illustrious Lady, whose 

least Advantage above her Sex, is that of being one of the greatest Princesses in 

Europe."1 According to Garth, while he was "representing the Metamorphoses as an 

excellent System of Morality," the Princess "objected" on the grounds that "the loose and 

immodest Sallys of Jupiter did by no means confirm [Garth's] Assertion."2 Garth argues 

that this "Absurdity in Ovid" is not "his own Fault" but instead "the Times before him."3 

"Commentators," he adds, "endeavour to hide those Absurdities under the Veil of 

Allegories" but "Allegories should be obvious, and not like Meteors in the Air, which 

represent a different Figure to every different Eye."4 Garth urges his reader instead to 

observe "how many excellent Lessons of morality Ovid has given us in the course of his 

Fables."5 Garth then selects myths where a moral can be found, rendering the moral, as 

he understands it, explicit in each. For example, the moral Garth draws from the story of 

Tereus—who kidnaps, rapes, and mutilates his sister-in-law, Philomela—is that "one 

Crime lays the Foundation of many; and that the same Person, who begins with Lust, 

may conclude with Murther."6  

 
1 Samuel Garth, Preface to Ovid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, in Fifteen Books, trans. Many Eminent Hands 
(London: printed for Jacob Tonson at Shakespear’s Head, 1717), xv. Perhaps the princess is Princess 
Elisabeth of Bohemia who was well known in England for an extended correspondence with Descartes. 
2 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, xv.  
3 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, xv. 
4 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, xvi. 
5 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, xvi.  
6 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, xviii. 
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 This disagreement between the Princess and Garth reveals a gendered way of 

reading Metamorphoses by Publius Ovidius Naso, called more colloquially, Ovid (43 

BCE-17 or 18 CE) in eighteenth-century England. For the Princess, Jupiter's "Sallys"—

the numerous nonconsensual and unpunished encounters with female nymphs and 

mortals depicted in the text—eliminate the possibility of Metamorphoses representing 

"an excellent System of Morality." Ovid is distinguishable among classical authors for 

writing about love, desire, and ultimately rape. There are more than fifty tales of rape in 

the fifteen books comprising Metamorphoses.7 In other of his works, too, rape 

prominently appears. Ovid's Fasti, a six book Latin poem about the Roman calendar, 

contains a prolonged account of the rape of Lucretia. Ars Amatoria and Amores, Ovid's 

erotic elegies, also frequently feature nonconsensual sexual encounters. Ars Amatoria, for 

instance, is written to be instructional, with a narrator character, the praeceptor amoris, 

guiding the male reader on how to "catch" or "ensnare" women. The Ars Amatoria also 

prominently depicts a comedic account of the rape of the Sabine women, a scene of 

pandemonium in which Romulus and the founders of Rome abduct the neighboring 

town's women. The praeceptor's instruction begins "sed tu praecipue curvis venare 

theatris" or "but go hunting for them especially in round theaters" and proceeds to mock 

the women entrapped in the round theater for appearing like disorderly "formica" or ants 

as they panic.8 That Ovid is infamous for writing about rape is implicitly understood by 

those who study his texts.  

 
7 Amy Richlin, Pornography and Representation in Greece and Rome (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1992), 158. 
8 Ovid, The Art of Love, and Other Poems, trans. J.H. Mozley, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1979), Liber I, l. 89. Translation my own. 
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 Garth never lets the Princess respond, so the reader does not know if she is 

satisfied with his prolonged explanation of how to properly read the "Lessons of 

morality" he culls from Ovid. But Garth's recounting of this exchange within the 

introduction anticipates what he sees as an incorrect reading, one that is unforgiving of 

Jupiter's, and other gods', "Sallys." Despite his edited translation bringing Ovid's 

Metamorphoses back into eighteenth-century England, Garth instructs his female reader 

(as represented by the Princess) to contextualize the abundant depictions of rape within 

the work as an "Absurdity" that was part of Ovid's time.  

 There is a second incorrect reading Garth intends to revise: readers and translators 

hiding "those Absurdities under the Veil of Allegories." Earlier literary reception of Ovid, 

beginning in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in England, interpreted Ovid as a "covert 

Christian" whose erotic poetry was written "in order to convey sacred doctrine and moral 

wisdom."9 This way of reading Ovid as allegorical and moralizing, referred to as the 

Ovide Moralisé tradition, remained popular from the Middle Ages through the 

Elizabethan period, but began to transform in the early seventeenth-century.10 The first 

English full-length translations of Metamorphoses, Arthur Golding's (first printed 1567) 

and George Sandys's (1626, expanded second edition printed 1632), continued to uphold 

the tradition of allegorizing Ovid. Sandys' commentary highlights that he interprets Ovid 

without the illusion of Ovid's being a "covert Christian" but still in much the same way as 

 
9 Richard F. Hardin, “Ovid in Seventeenth-Century England,” Comparative Literature 24, no. 1 (Winter 
1972): 44–62, at 45. 
10 For more on Ovide Moralisé tradition, see Sarah-Jane K. Murray and Matthieu Boyd, eds. 
“Introduction.” In The Medieval French Ovide Moralisé: An English Translation, (Suffolk: Boydell & 
Brewer, 2023), 1–66.  
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his predecessors.11 The late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century British reception of 

Ovid can then be described as "a watershed."12 Allegory in general fell out of favor with 

the British reading public, as seen in Garth's critique among others.13 Garth intended his 

work to bring about what he saw as a new, modern way of reading Ovid: one that does 

not allegorize or moralize the "Sallys of Jupiter" but one that also does not dwell on their 

wrongness. What were readers to do, then, with Ovid's abundant depictions of rape when 

allegory was driven out?  

 "The Ovidian Eighteenth Century: Authorship, Desire, and Education in 

Augustan-Era England," argues that the style of sexuality depicted in Ovid's works rises 

in popularity during the Restoration and then, not only loses popularity, but becomes 

actively scorned in the mid-eighteenth century. Contemporary critic David Hopkins, for 

instance, notes that Ovid's work fit especially well in the Restoration because of this 

"skeptical—and in the early part of the period, sometimes openly libertine—attitude to 

love."14 The libertine attitude towards love present in Ovid's work—that makes it 

appealing to Restoration literature and culture—is characterized by three aspects. First, 

Ovid builds a love motif throughout his oeuvre, which casts the (usually male) sexual 

pursuers as hunters, the (usually female) sexually pursued as prey, and love itself as a 

hunger or appetite.15 Second, Ovid features an abundance of stories in which the pursuer 

 
11 For more on Sandys's moralizations, see Richard F. Hardin, “Ovid in Seventeenth-Century England.” 
Comparative Literature 24, no. 1 (1972): 44–62. https://doi.org/10.2307/1769381, 48-9. 
12 David Hopkins, “Ovid,” in The Oxford History of Classical Reception in English Literature, vol. 3, 
1660–1790, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 197–215, 197. 
13 Hardin references Richard Blackmore and Sir William Temple as indicative of criticism against allegory 
in their attacks on Spenser; Hardin, "Ovid in the Seventeenth Century," 51. 
14 Hopkins, "Ovid," 198. Also see David Hopkins, Conversing with Antiquity: English Poets and the 
Classics, from Shakespeare to Pope, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008; online ed., Oxford 
Academic, October 31, 2023), 111. 
15 Hopkins, "Ovid," 199.  
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use sexual trickery instead of or before forced sexual assault. Third, Ovid writes with 

rhetorical embellishments that lend his narrative voice a playful quality when writing 

about otherwise tragic happenings. These three characteristics of Ovid's writing unlock 

the potential for sexual play and gendered inversions, or even just a comedic register, 

when early writers insert Ovidian precepts and references into their own compositions.  

 Eighteenth-century England, then, receives Ovid with an ambivalence; responses 

to Ovid, and especially to Ovid's preoccupation with physical transformations such as in 

Metamorphoses, range from appalled to delighted.16 In fact, even Ovid's most prolific 

translators of the period, John Dryden (1631-1700) and Alexander Pope (1688-1744), 

describe Ovid as indecorous and yet a genius and master of the passions. On the one 

hand, there remained an impulse to moralize Ovid, with some British authors and 

translators often rendering his myths into fable.17 On the other hand, the sexuality shown 

within Ovid's work fits rather neatly for other authors within the Restoration and early 

eighteenth-century bawdy sexual politics. In fact, the Restoration and early eighteenth 

century present a timeframe when British literature and culture coincide with and bring 

out the Ovidian mode of sexuality to its full potential. Ovid's reception is freed from its 

Christian allegory interpretation at the same moment that libertine and coquette sexuality 

become the cultural norm, instead of existing at the cultural fringe.  

 
16 For more on the ambivalence of Ovid’s reception, see James M. Horowitz, “Ovid in Restoration and 
Eighteenth-Century England,” in A Handbook to the Reception of Ovid, eds. in John F. Miller and Carole 
Elizabeth Newlands, (Chichester, West Sussex: John Wiley & Sons, 2014), 480-500. 
17 For instance, Dryden includes Ovid's myths in John Dryden, Fables Ancient and Modern, Translated into 
Verse from Homer, Ovid, Boccace, and Chaucer, with Original Poems (London: printed for Jacob Tonson, 
1700) and Garth's preface includes morals to select myths.  
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 "The Ovidian Eighteenth Century" focuses on influential authors who reflect this 

ambivalence to Ovidian eroticism as well as the multi-faceted ways in which these 

authors used Ovid's works to inflect their own writing. The first two chapters focus on 

authorial alignments with or rejections of Ovidian eroticism. In Chapter One, Aphra Behn 

(1640-1689) cultivates an association with Ovid in her writing. She is the first British 

female writer to translate (or paraphrase since she did not know Latin) Ovid for a print 

translation. However, before she writes her paraphrase of Oenone to Paris, she writes 

direct allusions to Ovid in her play The Feign'd Curtizans (1679). Behn's three female 

leads each use a different text of Ovid's for their various approaches to love and erotic 

desire. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762), also seen in Chapter One, similarly 

cultivates an association with Ovid. Montagu's later approach to Ovid's works highlight 

the cultural shift in perceptions of female sexuality, as her uses of Ovid aligns more with 

the traditional approach, privileging male desire. Anne Finch, Lady of Winchelsea (1661-

1720) rejects the erotic manipulations of Ovid, though she does not reject Ovid as a 

source. Chapter Two argues Finch instead provides stability for Ovid's mythic characters, 

especially the abused female characters, performing what I call fixing forms. Finch's 

literary reputation endured another change of British national cultural tastes, where later 

century readers felt embarrassed by the Restoration and early eighteenth-century’s 

literary preoccupation with erotic desire. The Romantics, who rejected Ovid on the 

grounds of his being "artificial, trivial, and insincere," upheld Finch's poetry as fitting 

into their own tastes.18 In following the interpolation of Ovidian eroticism, "The Ovidian 

 
18 Hopkins, "Ovid," 197. Also see Charles Martindale, ed., Ovid Renewed: Ovidian Influences on Literature 
and Art from the Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
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Eighteenth Century" provides insight into the ways authors aligned themselves with or 

rejected Ovid in their literary works, and what it reveals about a period of British literary 

history that encouraged female desire, but also laid the groundwork for a foreclosure of 

these energies.   

 In addition to the authorial implications of an alignment with Ovid, Ovid's works 

represented an education disparity in Restoration and early eighteenth-century England. 

Elite gentlemen read, translated, and imitated Ovid at or before adolescence, yet women 

were by and large prohibited from having such an education. In fact, the importance of 

virtue to female education cannot be overstated. When Restoration and eighteenth-

century British texts mention female education, the reading materials almost always 

entail conduct guides, which offered women readers only what it means to preserve virtue 

and be a wife, mother, and home keeper. Katharine Rogers observes that chastity is 

"equated with virtue or honor" in women and was "so vital" that a woman "must 

constantly preoccupy herself with preserving its very appearance—avoiding any 

company, any reading, any actions that could arouse suspicions of her sexual purity in the 

narrowest mind."19 As noted in Educating English Daughters, whereas elite men's 

education was predicated on "skills to be employed in the court, the law, or the church," 

women "had no role to play in those venues" so "educating them in skills that they would 

never use was considered folly."20 Provision of a similar sort of humanist education for 

 
19 Katharine M. Rogers, Feminism in Eighteenth-Century England, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1982), 9. 
20 Francis Teague and Margaret J. M. Ezell, Educating English Daughters: Late Seventeenth-Century 
Debates, (Tempe, AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2016), 6. 
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women was up to the discretion of a generous father; therefore a young woman's 

receiving any such learning was largely based on luck.  

 By contrast, formal male education in early eighteenth-century England was still 

grounded in the study of Latin and Greek. For instance, M.L Clarke writes, "grammar-

school reading was in the main pagan, and the English schoolboy was brought up on the 

same classics as his counterpart in ancient Rome."21 They began reading, translating, and 

imitating Ovid as early as the fourth form, or when they were fourteen or fifteen.22 For 

instance, the most popular schoolbook of Restoration England was A New Discovery of 

the Old Art of Teaching School (1660) by a friend of John Dryden's own schoolmaster, 

Charles Hoole (1610-1667). Hoole's New Discovery of the Old Art of Teaching School 

shaped education to be conducted through imitation. Hoole first implores schoolmasters 

to teach what he calls "double translation"—to translate a Latin work into English and 

then back again into Latin. In addition to double translation, Hoole preached imitation of 

classical forms. Hoole's upper classmen were taught to compose orations and poetry 

through such devices as translation, imitation, paraphrase, and metaphase. For instance, 

one assignment dictates that the pupil first translates a Latin letter from Cicero to his wife 

then imitate the style in an English letter from the schoolboy to his friend. Levine notes 

that through such imitation "the epistolary style of the Augustan gentleman undoubtedly 

took shape and became second nature."23 Whereas early humanists hoped the English 

 
21 M.L Clarke, Classical Education in Britain, 1500-1900, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1959), 7. 
22 Mary Thomas Crane, Framing Authority: Sayings, Self, and Society in Sixteenth Century England, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 87. 
23 Joseph M. Levine, Between the Ancients and the Moderns: Baroque Culture in Restoration England, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 137. 
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nation would convert to classical Latin and to Roman institutions, the emerging hope in 

its wake was that English expression and virtue would remodel the vernacular along 

classical lines.   

 Women readers were therefore at a deficit, and early women writers especially 

sought to address this deficit by presenting the most important aspect of Ovid as it 

pertained to women's lives: its depiction of how men view love, passion, seduction, 

eroticism, and even the marriage market. The anonymously authored The Lawes 

Resolutions of Womens Rights observes, "So drunken are men with their own lust, and 

the poyson of Ouids false precept Vim licet appelant, vis est ea grata puellis" (they call 

for the allowance of force, force is pleasing to girls).24 Reading Ovid is likened to men 

being poisoned to believe rape is an enjoyable experience for women. Therefore, reading 

Ovid presents an actual danger for women. Chapter Three shows that amatory fiction 

authors Delarivier Manley and Eliza Haywood recognized this danger. I argue that 

Manley and Haywood include Ovid in their novels for pedagogical purposes, showing 

that their own works provided women readers the Ovidian eroticism gentlemen received 

in the classroom. In such, female readers of amatory fiction could know how to either 

avoid being prey, or how to perform being prey for their pleasure. For these reasons, 

Ovid is the most pertinent lens through which to view the way early writers performed a 

type of sexual education.  

 This attention to Ovid and elite education culminates in the work of Samuel 

Richardson—the focus of Chapter Four—who casts his most irredeemable villain as 

 
24 The Lawes Resolutions of Womens Rights: or, the Lawes Provision for Women (London: printed by John 
More, 1632), 377. Translation my own. 
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simultaneously an educated gentleman and "a greater master of metamorphosis than 

Ovid." For Richardson, the elite classroom is a dangerous space because of Ovidian 

eroticism, among other pagan authors and precepts, being taught there. Richardson's 

attention to female virtue does not leave space for the alterations and/or inversions of 

Ovid's works. Instead, Richardson represents the shift into the later eighteenth century of 

disciplining female sexuality. Richardson villainizes Ovid and Ovidian eroticism through 

his characterization of the irredeemable rake, Lovelace, who calls himself a "greater 

master of metamorphoses" than Ovid.25 "The Ovidian Eighteenth Century" therefore 

shows a movement from authors who embrace Ovid to authors who revise Ovid to 

authors who scorn Ovid. This movement reflects the shift in cultural attitude toward the 

pleasure-forward version of sexuality seen in the figures of the Rake or Coquette, who 

are often the heroes of Restoration literature, to the antithesis of Ovidian eroticism found 

in late-eighteenth-century Sentimental novels.   

 Finally, Ovid's form has long been recognized as influential to early women's 

writing, as his Heroides inform the epistolary genre that is so important to these authors. 

Ros Ballaster writes in her formative work, Seductive Forms, "Whereas the traditional 

links between scandal and misogyny can be traced back to the classical models of Juvenal 

and Horace, Ovid's Heroides were the classical precedent for the association of women's 

writing with the love letter." 26 Ballaster defines the love letter as a device that is found in 

"virtually every amatory narrative in Britain in the period 1680 to 1740, both as a means 

 
25 Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady, ed. Angus Ross, (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1985), 412.  
26 Rosalind Ballaster, Seductive Forms: Women's Amatory Fiction from 1684–1740, (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2007), 61. 
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of seduction and an expression of complaint."27 Ovidian forms, then, have long been 

recognized as foundational to early women's  writing. However, I argue that the content, 

Ovidian eroticism itself, is just as important as the form to these women writers. Ovid's 

way of writing about love, sex, and ultimately rape is just as meaningful as his generic 

form to the way eighteenth-century authors were conveying their own ideas about these 

categories, as they frequently used allusions to Ovid to demonstrate questionable sexual 

consent in their own works.   

 It is clear through the countless translations, references, and associations that 

Ovid was meaningful to eighteenth-century British literature and culture. I attend to how 

and when he appears in texts to unearth the way in which Ovid became a symbolic 

shorthand for a certain version of eroticism.  

 

1.1 Publius Ovidius Naso 

 Ovid lived and wrote all his major poems during the principate of Augustus (27 

BCE-14 CE).28 Ovid reports in his Tristia (IV, 10) that he was born at Sulmo to parents 

of the equestrian rank. Encouraged to follow his brothers into public life, Ovid studied 

rhetoric but held only two minor offices in public service.29 His literary activities began 

at around the age of twenty and extended over a period of about forty years. Ovid 

enjoyed literary success and popularity within his lifetime, but this success was troubled 

by a mandatory exile to the Black Sea in Tomi. The reason for his exile is widely 

 
27 Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 61.  
28 For more on Ovid’s biography and writings, see Brooks Otis, “Ovid and the Augustans,” Transactions 
and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 69 (1938): 188–229. 
29 Ovid, Heroides and Amores, new ed., rev. by G.P. Goold, introduction by G.P. Goold, “Ovid’s Life” 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914), 2-3.  
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debated; Ovid himself attributes the exile to a "carmen et error"—or a song and a 

mistake—in his Tristia II.30 While the song can be reasonably argued to be Ars Amatoria, 

the mistake is less clear-cut. By the eighteenth century, a popular theory took hold that 

Ovid's exile was due to an adulterous affair with Emperor Augustus's granddaughter, 

Julia. John Dryden argues against this popular theory in the introduction to his translation 

of Ovid's Epistles (1680). Dryden ascribes this mistake to "the Grammarians" and states 

"they will have [Ovid] banish'd for some favours, which they say he receiv'd from Julia 

the daughter of Augustus, whom they think he celebrates under the name of Corinna in 

his Elegies."31 This rumor was spurred in part by Ovid himself, who wrote himself as a 

character who was having an extramarital affair with a high-class woman in his Amores. 

Ovid's works fall within three categories, though not neatly so and with much thematic 

and formal overlap: the amatory works, the mythological works, and the laments. The 

amatory works were written in his youth, including Amores, Heroides, De Medicamine 

Faciei, Ars Amatoria, and Remedia Amoris. The mythological works include 

Metamorphoses and Fasti. Finally, the poems coming from Ovid's exile in Tomi are 

laments entitled Tristia and Epistulae ex Ponto. There is much debate among scholars in 

the chronology of Ovid's corpus, or even dating the works in general. 

 Ovid's Heroides, translated to Heroines, has been long recognized as important to 

women's writing. Heroides consists of fifteen epistolary poems written in Latin elegiac 

couplets. It is written from the point of view of wronged, injured, and abandoned women 

 
30 Ovid, Tristia and Ex Ponto, trans. A.L. Wheeler, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press), 1988, Liber II, 
l 207.  
31 John Dryden, Preface, Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, translated by several hands, preface by John Dryden 
(London: Printed for Jacob Jonson, 1681), ii. 
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from Greek and Roman Antiquity. These women write to the heroic men who deserted 

them. There are twenty-one epistolary poems in all, beginning with "Penelope to 

Ulysses" and ending with "Cydippe to Acontius."  

 Amores is one of the two major love poems, alongside Ars Amatoria, written by 

Ovid. It is also written in elegiac couplets. As mentioned above, this poem features a 

character-narrator named Ovid. The book is in the tradition of the erotic elegy. Written in 

first person, it follows the love affair with the upper-class, married Corinna, although 

sometimes digressing from Corinna to an unnamed puella (girl). The speaker instructs 

Corinna how to send signals to him in public when she is with her husband, without her 

husband knowing. Due to the first-person nature, the consensual nature of the affair is 

questionable. In Liber I.6, for instance, the poetic speaker begs to be admitted to 

Corinna's private quarters. Liber I.7 is an apology for violently hitting Corinna. It is 

unclear what happened between these books and this calls into question how much of the 

speaker's instructions in the affair Corinna is following to begin with. That said, these 

situations exploit certain tropes and motifs found in previous erotic elegies to the point of 

absurdity. There is then a contrast of narrative and rhetorical voice that is characteristic of 

Ovid's works, and that will be discussed in greater detail later in this introduction. 

 Ars Amatoria is Ovid's other major love elegy, the supposed source of Ovid's 

exile. Written in elegiac couplets from the point of view of a praeceptor amoris (teacher 

of love), Ars Amatoria features two books devoted to teaching young male lovers where 

to find women, how to secure them as objects of love, and how to keep their affection. It 

uses words like 'hunt' and 'ensnare' as well as militaristic language in describing the 

sexual pursuit of women. The final of the three books is addressed to women, teaching 
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them how to attract and keep a man's interest. This final book does not just differ in 

address but also differs in the type of advice. The militaristic language retreats, for 

instance, and in its place is more cosmetic advice.    

 Finally, the work for which Ovid holds the most enduring fame, Metamorphoses 

(completed in 7 CE) is a series of over two hundred fifty myths. These myths feature the 

Roman and Greek gods. Metamorphoses chronicles the history of the world, from chaos 

to order, up to the rule of Caesar. The influence of Metamorphoses on literature, visual 

arts, and culture is irrefutable. Enenkel and de Jong observe, "after the Bible, the 

Metamorphoses may be the text that was most often reworked, illustrated and recreated in 

other media."32 Whether it is the Metamorphoses' form, rhetorical flourish, or great 

amassing of myths, the work captured the literary imagination up to present day.  

 Though Ovid's works were still enjoyed and studied in their Latin original, all of 

the above texts were printed in translation in England during the Restoration and 

eighteenth-century. James Horowitz writes "Ovid was among the most frequently 

translated classical poets of the period, a trend inaugurated when the enterprising 

publisher Jacob Tonson made versions of Ovid a mainstay of his popular series of poetic 

miscellanies from the 1680s to the 1700s.”33 To begin with a translation history of Ovid 

"Englished," there were two translations of the whole of Ovid's Metamorphoses in 

England before 1700, Arthur Golding's and George Sandys's, as discussed above.34 

 
32 Karl A. E. Enenkel and Jan L. de Jong, “Introduction: Re-Inventing Ovid’s Metamorphoses,” in Re-
Inventing Ovid’s Metamorphoses: Pictorial and Literary Transformations in Various Media, 1400–1800 
(Boston: Brill, 2020), 1. 
33 James Horowitz, “Ovid in Restoration and Eighteenth-Century England,” 355. 
34 Raphael Lyne, Ovid's Changing Worlds: English Metamorphoses 1567-1632, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 1.  
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Following Golding and Sandys, Nahum Tate published Books I to V in his 1697 

translation Ovid's Metamorphosis. Translated by Several Hands. Vol. I. Containing the 

first Five Books. Adorn'd with Sculptures. Edmund Curll and George Sewell published a 

translation of Metamorphoses in October 1716, though dated 1717. Much of the 

Metamorphoses had been translated in various miscellanies by 1700, Dryden translating a 

great deal of it before his death in 1700.35 The most successful eighteenth-century British 

translation was the 1717 Metamorphoses printed for Jacob Tonson (hereby called the 

Tonson Metamorphoses) of which the British Library records 13 editions between 1720 

and 1826. The Tonson Metamorphoses is described as "the main means of access to 

Ovid's greatest poem for readers whose Latin was either nonexistent or rusty, or who 

wished to experience the pleasure of hearing Ovid speak as 'if he were living, and an 

Englishman'" for over one hundred years.36 This popular translation, with its fifteen 

volumes, eighteen leaves of plates, featuring some of the most eminent authors and 

translators publishing in England at the time, brought Ovid's Metamorphoses to a wide, 

diverse audience. 

 In addition to Metamorphoses, Ovid's other works enjoyed a life in translation. 

Thomas Heywood's (1574-1641) translation of Ars Amatoria, that he translated to Loves 

Schoole (c. 1599-1620), was the standard version until Dryden and William Congreve's 

(1670-1729) Ovid's Art of Love, in Three Books (1709) displaced it.37 Dryden and Pope 

 
35 Information about translations of Metamorphoses popularly available in eighteenth-century England 
from Richard Morton, The English Enlightenment Reads Ovid: Dryden and Jacob Tonson’s 1717 
Metamorphoses, (New York: AMS Press, Inc, 2023). 
36 Horowitz, "Ovid in Restoration and Eighteenth-Century England," 208 
37 M.L. Stapleton, "Thomas Heywood's Loves Schoole: emulation, adaptation, and anachronism," Thomas 
Heywood and the Classical Tradition, ed. Tania Demetriou and Janice Valls-Russell, (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2021), 54-68, 55. 
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both translated many of the individual epistles of the Heroides, including Dryden's Ovid's 

Epistles. Amores was popular in the seventeenth century and adapted as erotic elegies 

during the Restoration. Amores was eventually overtaken in popularity by the Ars 

Amatoria during the eighteenth century. Dryden published a translation of Ars Amatoria 

and Remedia Amoris in 1709 which was reprinted 14 times between 1709 and 1799.38 

Alongside Dryden and Pope Ovid's list of eighteenth-century translators includes, but is 

not limited to, Joseph Addison, John Gay, Aphra Behn, William Congreve, Jonathan 

Swift, Henry Fielding, William Cowper, and Phyllis Wheatley.  

 Ovid's works had a varied profile in the early modern period of England through 

the eighteenth-century. Metamorphoses, for instance, was noted as having "appeared as 

school textbook and illicit pleasure, natural philosophy and racy narrative," and as 

reference throughout poetry, prose, drama, and non-fiction prose.39 Margaret Anne 

Doody writes of Ovid in The Daring Muse: “the poet who interested the Augustans is not 

the amorous Ovid, the authority on love once so valued... By the eighteenth century, one 

has to look hard for any signs of Ovid the artist, even the cynical artist, of love.”40 Doody 

argues, instead, that metamorphoses is the most inherited paradigm from Ovid in the 

eighteenth century. And yet, Ovid's Metamorphoses itself is impossible to differentiate 

from Ovid's profile as the artist of love. It is in this cross-genre, ambitious work that Ovid 

refines his love motif, as well as the sexual trickery that defines his stories of the overly 

 
38 Rachel Trickett, “The Heroides and the English Augustans,” in Ovid Renewed: Ovidian Influences on 
Literature and Art from Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century, ed. Charles Martindale, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 191-204, 191. 
39 Raphael Lyne, Ovid's Changing Worlds: English Metamorphoses 1567-1632, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 1.  
40 Margaret Anne Doody, The Daring Muse: Augustan Poetry Reconsidered, (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), 84. 
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amorous gods. And it is the Ovidian love motif, and Ovidian eroticism more broadly, that 

is being referenced and re-worked in eighteenth-century British literary works, even 

when they are seemingly only dealing with metamorphosis.  

 

1.2 The Ovidian Love Motif  

 The Ovidian love motif is built across all of Ovid's works. In this motif, love is a 

chase or sport, the lover is a hunter, and the object of desire is the game or prey. Ovid 

himself summarizes his motif best in Ars Amatoria when he writes that, "Prima tuae 

menti veniat fiducia, cunctas Posse capi; capies, tu modo tende plagas" or "first, let 

confidence come to your mind that all women can be caught; you will catch them, you 

just must spread your nets."41 Ovid repeatedly applies the language of hunting, ensnaring, 

and chasing across his works in dealings with amorousness.  

 An example of the Ovidian love motif, as well as the broader thorny 

representations of gender and consent in Ovid's texts, comes from Liber I of 

Metamorphoses. "Daphne and Apollo" is the first myth that falls under the category of 

"love of the gods"—of which Metamorphoses contains many. "Daphne and Apollo" is an 

important story due to the laurel's close association with poetry. Like many of the women 

of the Metamorphoses, Daphne only wants to "live and die/ A spotless Maid."42 

However, in this myth, the god Apollo, inflamed with love by a vengeful Cupid, chases 

 
41 Ovid, The Art of Love, and Other Poems, trans. J.H. Mozley, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1979), ll 269-270. Translation my own. 
42 Ovid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, in Fifteen Books, trans. Sir Samuel Garth (London: printed for Jacob 
Tonson at Shakespear’s Head, 1717), trans. Dryden, 22. Also, Diana, Io, etc.  
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Daphne through the forest, who has been shot herself with Cupid's arrow that repels love. 

Here the Ovidian love motif is clearly laid out, as Apollo pleads: 

Stay Nymph, he cry'd, I follow, not a Foe. 
Thus from the Lyon trips the trembling Doe; 
Thus from the Wolf the frighten'd Lamb removes, 
And, from pursuing Faulcons, fearful Doves43 

Though Apollo begins by assuring Daphne that he is "not a Foe," he is either misreading 

himself or we are immediately given Daphne's perspective. Despite his pleading that he is 

not a foe, the narrative immediately moves into describing them as predator and prey. A 

series of rhetorical transformations precedes the metamorphosis; they become a lion and 

a doe, a wolf and a lamb, and a falcon and a dove. These changes are in metaphor only, 

as opposed to Daphne's later transformation which is rendered more actualized. 

 Just as Apollo closes in on Daphne, she begs the water gods, who include her 

father, "If Water Gods are Deities indeed:/ Gape Earth, and this unhappy Wretch intomb;/ 

Or change my form, whence all my sorrows come."44 How does Daphne know to ask for 

her form to be changed and what could she possibly mean by that alternative to falling 

into an earthy tomb? Whatever puts it into Daphne's head to ask for a new form, the gods 

grant her wish; her transformation begins immediately with her feet, "Benum'd with cold, 

and fasten'd to the Ground."45 For someone being hunted as Daphne is, the reader must 

imagine this beginning of the transformation would be panic-inducing, yet Ovid 

discontinues providing Daphne's interior thoughts. The metamorphosis is described 

slowly, but the speed of the process, and any surprise that must be felt, is absent from the 

 
43 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Dryden, (Tonson), 23. 
44 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Dryden, (Tonson), 25. 
45 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Dryden, (Tonson), 25. 
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discussion. This absence of feeling is in contrast to her fear during Apollo's pursuit. 

Perhaps this unknowability is the mystery that is flora and fauna interiority to humans. In 

the following metamorphoses, like this one, once people take on their new form, their 

interiority is lost to the reader, with only glimpses of the human remaining in what we 

will come to see as "th'unfinishe'd [parts]." 

            The metamorphosis is described:  

A filmy Rind about her Body grows; 
Her Hair to Leaves, her Arms extend to Boughs: 
The Nymph is all into a Lawrel gone: 
The smoothness of her Skin remains alone. 
Yet Phoebus loves her still, and casting round 
Her Bole, his Arms, some little warmth he found. 
The Tree still panted in th'unfinish'd part: 
Not wholly vegetive, and heav'd her Heart. 
He fixt his Lips upon the trembling Rind; 
It swerv'd aside, and his Embrace declin'd.46 

Even in the original Latin, the feminine pronouns are retained as Daphne becomes a 

Laurel tree, meaning gender is something retained in metamorphoses, shared by each 

state of being. Problems of consent, too, are also somewhat retained. Though Daphne-as-

laurel is now without the ability to flee, Apollo's kiss and embrace is "swerv'd" and 

"declin'd." It is only when Apollo promises her Laurel branches will be used as the crown 

of poetry that "The grateful Tree was pleas'd with what he said;/ And shook the shady 

Honours of her Head."47 If she had continued to deny Apollo, would he have taken her 

branches anyway? It is impossible to know. Apollo himself was not interested in 

Daphne's consent, but the myth allows her the continued ability to refuse Apollo in tree-

form.   

 
46 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Dryden, (Tonson), 25. 
47 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Dryden, (Tonson), 26. 
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           The description of Daphne-as-laurel is no less sexualized than that of her human, 

virgin form. The in-between state begins with her body that is enclosed with a "filmy 

Rind," but with the bark ends up being described as smooth as her skin. The poem avoids 

specifying how Apollo uses his arms to search Daphne-as-Laurel's "Bole": but if her hair 

is leaves, her arms are boughs, and the roots are her feet, then the bole maps onto 

Daphne's torso and legs, which Apollo searches for warmth. The "unfinish'd part" of 

Daphne-as-Laurel still pants, and the in-betweenness lingers as the poem describes that 

she is "Not wholly vegetive" and continues to have a heart. Apollo presses his lips against 

Daphne's rind, which the beginning of the metamorphosis describes as growing over "her 

Body"—meaning he does not kiss her lips but instead her body. Finally, the part that 

Apollo is granted access to use as his crown, her leaves, are what was once her hair. Hair 

has its own sexual valence and Apollo's taking her hair, weaving it into a crown won and 

displayed, is in itself a promiscuous violation. The description of the metamorphosis 

intertwined with Apollo's ravishing access to Daphne-as-laurel infuses a heightened 

sexuality—not a diminished sexuality—to the act of metamorphosis itself. The concept of 

metamorphoses, moreover, uncovers a secret fluidity in the boundaries of human form. 

Even though change is known to be a constant in nature, such change is limited to 

weather, blooms, seasons, generally excluding bleeding between humans, plants, and 

animals. The idea that mortals can transform into trees means that the forms we count on 

are not inherently stable, and bodies can become hybridized, mixed, confused.   

 Garth's interprets this chase in his introduction in writing, "Daphne had done well 

to fly from the God of Wit, in order to crown his Poet."48 The objectification of Daphne, 

 
48 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), ii.  
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then, carries forward into Ovid re-tellings even hundreds of years later. Her flight from 

sexual assault is commended as a contribution to poetic tradition. Daphne's fear and flight 

are erased in her success of attaining immortality: both as a subject of poetry and as the 

branches that continue to be stripped from her to crown the head of poet laureates. 

Furthermore, that she had "done well to fly" could be read against the alternative, if she 

had not flied the god and been a more passive victim. In this alternative version of events, 

she would be just another nameless rape victim, instead of a metamorphosized tree that 

serves as Apollo's crown. There is an implicit warning to women from Garth, then, that 

women hold autonomy to flee from and resist their potential rapists. He suggests that it is 

in women’s power to avoid rape, ignoring the possibility that it is in men's power to avoid 

being rapists. And, he implies that women will only be worthy of fame if they succeed in 

preserving their virtue against predatory men.  

 The Ovidian love motif is just one way that Ovid's depictions of rape are unique. 

The rapes that occur in Ovid's works are not just characterized by this somewhat 

straightforward hunting motif, but the rapes are also often the result of trickery. Ovid's 

gods and mortal men employ fraudulent measures, whether shapeshifting or other means, 

to ensure their nonconsensual sexual strategy's success. 

   

1.3 The Sexual Tricks of the Gods  

 In addition to the gods raping women by force, there is a theme throughout Ovid's 

works where nonconsensual sex is committed via fraudulent measures, often—but not 

always—trickery or shapeshifting. Toni Bowers's Force or Fraud states that by the 

middle of the eighteenth century the phrase 'force or fraud,' "functioned as ubiquitous 
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shorthand for the opposition between seduction—“fraud,” a “leading away” that succeeds 

by exploiting another's desire and dependence—and rape—“force,” the quintessential act 

of prerogative and domination."49 Fraud is not just disguise itself, then, but rather the 

reason behind why Ovid's shapeshifting gods employ their tricks instead of (or in 

addition to) using their force. These gods, who have the power and strength to commit 

acts of rape via force very often instead turn to methods that exploit women's "desire and 

dependence." In other words, when the all-powerful gods could rape mortal women using 

force so easily and cleanly, why employ fraudulent methods at all? That the gods, and 

other powerful men, in Ovid's works resort to methods of trickery makes these rapes read 

as more playful than they would otherwise be if the rapes were always straight-forward 

sexual domination by force. It is this condescending to relinquish their power in order to 

playact in a charade that characterizes Ovid's rapes in a trickster, playful register.  

 The phrase "force or fraud" could be applied to Ovid's written situations, but it 

does not come from him. The original concept in Latin, "vi aut fraude," comes to us from 

Cicero (106-43 BCE). Cicero de Officiis discusses justice towards those "most humble," 

which for Cicero is enslaved people; Cicero states, "Cum autem duobus modis, id est aut 

vi aut fraude, fiat iniuria, fraus quasi vulpeculae, vis leonis videtur; utrumque homine 

alienissimum, sed fraus odio digna maiore" or "While wrong may be done, then, in either 

of two ways, that is, by force or by fraud, both are bestial: fraud seems to belong to the 

cunning fox, force to the lion; both are wholly unworthy of man, but fraud is the more 

 
49 Toni Bowers, Force or Fraud: British Seduction Stories and the Problem of Resistance, 1660-1760, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 1. 
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contemptible." 50 When applied to desire instead of justice, however, the force or fraud 

paradigm is easily mapped onto depictions of rape in Ovid. This application is especially 

apparent as gods become "bestial" to fraudulently ensure seduction, in that they often 

literally take on the shape of beasts as one of their tricks. 

 These sexual tricks of the gods are most readily identified in what Garth's 

Princess calls "the Sallys of Jupiter." In Liber VI, Ovid himself gives us a litany of 

examples of these sexual tricks through Arachne depicting them during a weaving 

competition with Pallas. She weaves stories of the tricks that the male gods play on 

female mortals and nymphs.51 This catalog comprises twenty-one stories of rape using 

fraudulent measures; the list of these rapes is compressed within merely twenty-five lines 

of poetry. Arachne includes the most powerful male gods, too, including Jove, Neptune, 

Phoebus, Bacchus, and Saturn. Arachne begins with Europa deceived by Jove in the form 

of a bull and ends with Philyra deceived by the titan Saturn in the form of a horse.  

 To expand upon one instance as illustrative of many, Jove's rape of Callisto 

illuminates the kind of trickery used to ensure sexual violation. Translated by Addison in 

the Tonson Metamorphoses, this myth features the nymph, Callisto, who is a hunter in 

Arcadia's forest and a favorite of the goddess Diana. Jove spies Callisto and "felt [her] in 

his Blood."52 Both to disguise himself from his wife Juno and, more importantly, to 

fraudulently disarm Callisto, Jove takes the shape and habit of Diana. Callisto was head 

of Diana's train, which consists of virgin nymph female hunters. Callisto begins by telling 

 
50 Marcus Tullius Cicero, Cicero De Officiis, trans. Walter Miller, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), Book I, Ch VI, 45-6. Translation Walter Miller. 
51 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 179-181. 
52 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 53. 
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Diana (who is actually Jove) how she prefers her to all of the gods, even specifying Jove. 

Jove is "Well-pleas'd" to hear "Himself before Himself prefer'd."53 He enjoys hearing 

himself slighted, highlighting a central reason the gods employ such tricks, it is 

pleasurable for them. In the original Latin, Jove's delight is described even more, as the 

word "ridet" follows Callisto's quote, in English "he laughs." Quite frankly, this trickery 

is fun for him. 

 While Callisto tells Jove-disguised-as-Diana about her day of hunting, Jove 

begins kissing her and embracing her, escalating his amorous maneuvers until "Diana's 

Shape" could no longer "conceal the God."54 The text does not specify if he transforms 

back into himself or if his actions reveal his true nature while he remains disguised. From 

there the rape moves from fraudulent to forceful, with Callisto's attempts to stop the rape 

described: "With all her Might against his Force she strove;/ But how can mortal Maids 

contend with Jove?"55 Callisto's non-consent to the sexual encounter is unquestionable. 

She is first tricked by fraud and then forced by physical domination, and on both 

occasions, she attempts to fight off Jove.  

 Returning to Cicero's language when defining force or fraud—where fraud 

belongs to the "cunning fox" and is the "more contemptible"—Jove's use of fraud is more 

potent than his eventual use of force. Firstly, Callisto never had the opportunity to run, as 

Daphne did in Liber I. By the time Jove is revealed to Callisto, he was already embracing 

her. Jove entrapped Callisto before she reaches the realization that she was not, in fact, 

speaking with her favored god, Diana. Callisto fought off Jove to the best of a mortal 

 
53 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 54. 
54 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 54. 
55 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 54. 
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woman's ability, but he had overpowered her before she comprehended she was being 

overpowered. Secondly, and more importantly, Callisto loses trust in her own ability to 

perceive. After Jove leaves Callisto, Callisto is described as hating the forest: "huic odio 

nemus est et conscia silva" or "she hated the forest and grove that knew this [secret]."56 

This description sharply contrasts the opening of Callisto's myth, where she feels safe 

enough in the Arcadian forest to lay her weapons aside and lay on the grassy ground to 

rest. When the actual Diana approaches and called to Callisto, Callisto believes this to be 

"A second Fraud, a Jove disguis'd in Her" until she sees the train of nymphs.57 Callisto's 

self-professed favorite god now brings Callisto fear. In fact, even after the appearance of 

the nymphs signals to Callisto that this is the real Diana, Callisto still must now look at 

and follow the face of her rapist. Callisto being part of Diana's train becomes a daily 

reminder of her rape.  

 To conclude the myth, after nine months elapses, Diana invites the nymphs to 

bathe naked with her. Diana banishes the visibly pregnant Callisto from her train for no 

longer being a virgin. Juno views Callisto's being unprotected as an opportunity to punish 

Callisto for Jove's crimes. Jove transforms Callisto into a bear before Juno can take her 

revenge. Fifteen years later, Callisto's (and Jove's) son nearly kills her when he is 

hunting, thinking he sees just a bear. Jove forbids this matricide from occurring by 

placing them both into the sky as the Ursa Major and Ursa Minor constellations.  

 Both when describing force and fraud in sexual violence, Ovid writes in a 

characteristic narrative voice that is described as witty. Ovid's narrative practice adds 

 
56 Ovid, Metamorphoses, ed. Frank Justus Miller, 2nd ed. (London: W. Heinemann, 1921), Liber II, l 438. 
Translation Frank Justus Miller. 
57 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 55.  
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rhetorical embellishment, both in tone and register, to the retellings of such rapes. The 

effect of this voice is that it distances the reader from what would be tragic moments. 

Both of these maneuvers—the inclusion of so many stories where the gods employ tricks 

to fraudulently ensure sexual assault and the rhetorical embellishment—characterize his 

mode.   

 

1.4 Ovidian Rhetorical Practice: Witty out of Season  

 It is not just the volume of rapes included across Ovid's works that makes his 

depictions of sex, desire, and rape unique. It is also the mode in which Ovid writes about 

rape, what Dryden means when he calls Ovid "witty out of season."58 Ovid is playful 

when a situation calls for seriousness. He enjoys his own rhetorical embellishments, 

describing landscapes and employing wordplay while his characters are suffering. If Ovid 

wrote about rape in a tragic register, his readers would encounter his works completely 

differently. That said, it is because of the comedic mode and his being "witty out of 

season" that creates the potential for later authors to use allusions to Ovid's work in order 

to write about sexual play, gender inversions, and unequal power in erotic desire. His 

rhetorical practice creates a narrative distance, and it is in this gap that his inheritors are 

free to play.  

 A characteristic shared by all of Ovid's works is that the subject matter is treated 

in his characteristic semi-humorous, semi-sentimental manner.59 Ovid calls himself 

 
58 John Dryden, Fables Ancient and Modern, 1700, Preface; For more on Dryden and Ovid's "Wit out of 
Season," See David Hopkins, Conversing with Antiquity: English Poets and the Classics, From 
Shakespeare to Pope, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).  
59 Otis, "Ovid and the Augustans," 192.  



 27 
 
 
 

tenerorum lusor amorum, or the playful poet of tender love.60 Within Ovid's life, Seneca 

the Elder (54 BCE-39BCE), with whom Ovid was in Arellius Fuscus's rhetorical school, 

describes Ovid's love of rhetorical flourish. After giving a few examples of Ovid 

rewriting and expanding Latro's verse, the elder Seneca recalls how Ovid, "used language 

by no means over-freely except in his poetry, where he was well-aware of his faults—and 

enjoyed them."61 Seneca the Elder then goes on to describe a situation where Ovid's 

friends ask to suppress three of his lines; Ovid agrees on the grounds that he can choose 

three lines that they had no right to suppress. This condition seemed fair enough to Ovid's 

friends, so the friends and Ovid all privately wrote the three lines they wanted to suppress 

and protect respectively. When the sheets were produced, everyone had written the same 

lines.62 This example shows that within his lifetime, Ovid approached his own writing 

with playfulness, seemingly relishing in what others found inappropriate and worthy of 

criticism. Ovid embodied in his process the same playful wit that appears on the page.  

 What does appear on Ovid's pages is best explained by another Ancient author, 

Seneca the Younger (-65CE). In Seneca the Younger's Naturales Quaestiones, he 

describes a great flood that is also depicted by Ovid in Liber I of Metamorphoses. Seneca 

the Younger points to Ovid's language, first highlighting what Ovid, "the most ingenious 

of poets," states "beautifully."63 To Seneca the Younger, this beautiful description of the 

flood includes Ovid writing, "Omnia pontus erat, deerant quoque litora ponto" or "All 

 
60 Ovid chooses this name for himself in his epitaph (Tr. 3.3.73) and autobiography (Tr. 4.10.1). For more, 
see Thea S. Thorsen, “Ovid the Love Elegist,” The Cambridge Companion to Latin Love Elegy, ed. Thea S. 
Thorsen, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 114–30. 
61 Seneca the Elder, Controversiae, 2.2.12 Declamations, trans. M. Winterbottom, 2 vols. (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1974), 265.  
62 Seneca the Elder, Controversiae, 2.2.12, 265. 
63 Seneca the Younger, Naturales Quaestiones, III, 27. 10-28, trans. Thomas H. Corcoran, 2 vols. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 279. 
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was sea, And the sea had no shores."64 However, from there Seneca the Younger notes 

that Ovid "reduced his great inspiration and subject to childish silliness."65 The 

description Seneca the Younger then points us to is when Ovid, in the midst of 

descriptions of the flood, writes "Nat lupus inter oves, fulvos vehit unda leones" or "The 

wolf swims among the sheep, the water carries tawny lions."66 For Seneca the Younger, 

this is "not a sufficiently serious attitude" and "[makes] fun of the whole world now 

swallowed up."67 If Ovid had focused on the flood, his descriptors would be only worthy 

of praise. But to take this narrative detour leads Seneca the Younger to ask why Ovid, 

and Ovid's reader, should concern themselves with what the sheep and wolves are doing. 

Furthermore, the animal diversion in Ovid's flood narrative undercuts the reality of the 

flood. It seems unlikely to Seneca the Younger (who here speaks for the general Ovid 

reader) that any animals could survive such a flood at all. This break from reality 

interrupts an immersive reading experience. With the improbability of animals swimming 

through such a flood, Ovid's reader is called to an awareness of the fictitious or the 

fabular. Ovid's descent into "childish silliness" interrupts a realistic situation rendered 

poetically, which Seneca the Younger and many other critics of Ovid find more valuable 

than the playful embellishments Ovid preferred.  

 The critique of Ovid's playful quality of writing is carried forward hundreds of 

years. John Dryden, for instance, criticizes Ovid for being witty where he should be 

serious. Dryden writes in his Preface to Fables Ancient and Modern (1700):  

 
64 Seneca the Younger quoting Ovid, Naturales Quaestiones, 279.  
65 Seneca the Younger, Naturales Quaestiones, 281.  
66 Seneca the Younger, Naturales Quaestiones, 281. 
67 Seneca the Younger, Naturales Quaestiones, 281. 
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I must presume to say, that the Things [Vulgar Judges] admire [in 
Ovid's work] are only glittering Trifles, and so far from being 
Witty, that in a serious Poem they are nauseous, because they are 
unnatural. Wou'd any Man who is ready to die for Love, describe 
his Passion like Narcissus? Wou'd he think of inopem me copia 
fecit, and a Dozen more of such Expressions, pour'd on the Neck of 
one another, and signifying all the same Thing? If this were Wit, 
was this a Time to be witty, when the poor Wretch was in the 
Agony of Death? [...] On [tragic] Occasions the Poet shou'd 
endeavour to raise Pity: But instead of this, Ovid is tickling you to 
laugh.68 

Here Dryden rehearses the same argument seen in Seneca the Younger. For one, Dryden 

notes that the effect of Ovid's rhetorical playfulness is "unnatural", much like the way the 

description of the animals swimming through the flood jar the reader out of the realism of 

the flood. Secondly, Dryden describes Ovid's rhetorical embellishments as expressions 

"pour'd on the Neck of one another." It is not just that Ovid is witty when he should be 

serious, but that he is relentless in his witticisms. And in fact, this rhetorical 

embellishment is the exact one that Ovid defended, as seen in the anecdote from Seneca 

the Elder about Ovid protecting the sentences his friends deemed superfluous. Lastly, 

Dryden's—and others'—complaint is about a contradiction of genre and voice. Ovid 

narrativizes tragic situations, where "the Poet shou'd endeavour to raise Pity" but his 

descriptions are in a comedic mode.  

 Though eighteenth-century translators, such as Dryden, echo Seneca the 

Younger's criticism of Ovid's inappropriate wit, they do not erase such diversions from 

their more contemporary translations. Contemporary critic Garth Tissol notes that despite 

Dryden's "ridicule of Ovid's paradoxical witticisms," Dryden in fact became "freer and 

 
68 Dryden, Fables ancient and modern, preface. 



 30 
 
 
 

more expansive" than Ovid himself in adding "indecorous witticisms."69 For instance, 

one of the myths Dryden translates in Fables Ancient and Modern is the incestuous tale 

of Myrrha and Cinyras. In Ovid's original, Myrrha compares her desire for her father to 

animals mating with their blood relations. Ovid's reads, "coeunt animalia nullo cetera 

dilectu, nec habetur turpe iuvencaeferre patrem tergo, fit equo sua filia coniunx,quasque 

creavit init pecudes caper, ipsaque, cuiussemine concepta est, ex illo concipit ales" or 

"Other animals mate as they will, nor is it thought base for a heifer to endure her sire, nor 

for his own offspring to be a horse’s mate; the goat goes in among the flocks which he 

has fathered, and the very birds conceive from those from whom they were conceived."70 

Dryden translates these lines freely, writing: 

What Tyrant then these envious Laws began, 
Made not for any other Beast, but Man! 
The Father-Bull his Daughter may bestride, 
The Horse may make his Mother-Mare a Bride; 
What Piety forbids the lusty Ram 
Or more salacious Goat, to rut their Dam? 
The Hen is free to wed the Chick she bore,  
And make a Husband, whom she hatch'd before.71 

In both Ovid and Dryden, Myrrha aims to validate her lust for her father by pointing out 

that it is human laws, not animal circumstance, to avoid incest. Ovid's Myrrha adheres to 

language of animal mating, sticking to the animal outcome of reproduction. Dryden, 

however, infuses more humor into the situation by having Myrrha apply human 

institutions to describe animal situations. Dryden's Myrrha opens in saying that tyrannical 

laws were "Made not for any other Beast, but Man!" before placing the beast's into man's 

 
69 Garth Tissol, "Dryden's Additions and Interpretive Reception of Ovid," Translation and Literature, 13, 
no 2, (Autumn, 2004): pp 181-193, 187. 
70 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Frank Justus Miller, Liber X, lines 324-329.  
71 Ovid, "Cinyras and Myrrha," trans. Dryden, Fables Ancient and Modern, 175.  
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tyrannical laws: the horse takes his mother for "a Bride" and the hen "[weds] the Chick 

she bore." Furthermore, Dryden adds adjectives such as "lusty" and "salacious" that are 

not present in Ovid's original. Dryden's rhetorical embellishment upon Ovid's writing 

contradicts Dryden's own critique of this trait in Ovid, a critique that appears in the 

preface to the very work in which he adds further embellishments.   

 Where Ovid could simply tell the facts of tragic events, he instead embellishes 

and makes witty comments. This Ovidian rhetorical practice combines with his love 

motif and his focus on the sexual tricks of the gods to create an overarching playfulness 

across his works, even when his numerous depictions of rape should point to tragedy. It is 

because of these three characteristics of Ovid's writing—his building of a love motif, his 

focus on sexual trickery, and his witty rhetorical practice—that early writers and readers 

were able to invert and liberate Ovidian forms and precepts.  

 

1.5 Ovid for Women Readers and Writers  

 Eighteenth-century female readers were particularly directed to Ovid's works. 

John Dryden understood the benefits of inviting a female readership into his translations. 

Dryden writes in his Fables Ancient and Modern, "And besides many of the 

Learn'd, Ovid has almost all the Beaux, and the whole Fair Sex his declar'd Patrons."72 

This yoking together of "the Learn'd," "the Beaux," and "the whole Fair Sex" is a crucial 

part of the project of Dryden's translation. In "The Art of Adaptation: Some Restoration 

Treatments of Ovid" Harold Love observes Dryden's invitation to women readers, noting, 

 
72 John Dryden, Fables Ancient and Modern, preface. 
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“[female] readers will rarely have been able to read the classics in the original languages, 

but will have been drawn to them not only by their prestige and intrinsic interest but by a 

well-founded suspicion that they provided a kind of literary code for keeping ideological 

debate beyond the understanding of the uneducated— a matter well understood by 

Dryden.”73 In other words, women readers were first drawn to Ovid as a cultural marker. 

Women readers, having been barred access from education, understood classical texts as 

a type of "literary code." They understood, too, that familiarity with Ovid and other 

Ancient authors signaled insider knowledge and participation in a culture usually aligned 

with the educated elite. In such, Ovid held a cultural significance beyond his writings. 

Familiarity with Ovid's writing signaled an education—even if that education was 

cultural rather than via the formal classroom space.  

 Ovid also leant himself to women readers as he regularly explored female points 

of view. Though women are overwhelmingly victims of sexual assault across Ovid's 

works, the depictions of rape are often viewed as a means to explore power and the abuse 

of power. As noted above, Arachne gives us a clear example of the way mortal women 

saw the gods' rapes as abuses of power, as Arachne compiles her list of such abuses in 

retaliation against Pallas's abuse against her. In addition to Ovid's formal elements, 

Dryden notes that Ovid's precepts are inherently accessible to women. Dryden's preface 

to Ovid's Epistles Translated by Several Hands (1680), more classically known as the 

Heroides, opens:  

 
73 Harold Love, "The Art of Adaptation: Some Restoration Treatments of Ovid," The Oxford History of 
Classical Reception, 138. Harold Love, “The Art of Adaptation: Some Restoration Treatments of Ovid,” In 
Poetry and Drama, 1570–1700: Essays in Honor of Harold F. Brooks, ed. A. Coleman and A. 
Hammond, (London: Methuen, 1981). 136–155. 
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There seems to be no great variety in the particular subjects which 
[Ovid] has chosen; most of the Epistles being written from ladies 
who were forsaken by their lovers: Which is the reason that many 
of the same thoughts come back upon us in divers letters: But of 
the general character of women, which is modesty, he has taken a 
most becoming care: for his amorous expressions go no further 
than virtue may allow, and therefore may be read, as he intended 
them, by matrons without a blush.74  

Dryden specifies "matrons" as Ovid still may present a danger to single women, with his 

erotic provocation. In any case, it is then not just that Heroides is about women or that it 

fictionalizes female authorship, but that many women can enjoy the content as something 

intended for their pleasure while maintaining their virtue.  

 And yet there is much of Ovid that could not be enjoyed without blushing, 

married or not. Ovidian eroticism is overtly amorous and lustily depicted. Though Ovid's 

female characters were overwhelmingly victims of unwanted sexual pursuit, there are 

other myths and books where women assumed the hunter position in the Ovidian love 

motif. For instance, Echo pursues Narcissus in Metamorphoses Liber III. This gender 

reversal is especially interesting, as Narcissus is a hunter, and Echo's hunting of him 

leads to her desire consuming her until she is only a disembodied voice. Susan Wiseman 

observes that Ovid's “strengths in expressing the passions, especially the passions of 

women" are what "makes his poetry both highly suitable and potentially highly 

unsuitable for female readers."75 Ovid's amatory works felt targeted towards women, as 

women were so often aligned with the passions anyway. However, Ovidian eroticism was 

 
74 Dryden, Ovid's Epistles, 14-15 
75 Susan Wiseman, “‘Perfectly Ovidian’? Dryden’s ‘Epistles’, Behn’s ‘Oenone’, Yarico’s Island,” 
Renaissance Studies 22, no. 3 (2008): 417–33, 419. 
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titillating, which did not align with an increasing societal preoccupation with female 

virtue.  

 

1.6 The Ovidian Eighteenth Century 

 "The Ovidian Eighteenth Century" narrates a cultural shift in understanding 

sexual play as contextualized through the reception Ovid. The first two chapters of "The 

Ovidian Eighteenth-Century" explore female authors' experimentation with Ovid's works 

and mythic characters. The third chapter begins the movement towards a disciplining of 

sexuality, with Ovid serving as a warning for the repercussions of seduction and a 

pedagogical tool for how to avoid these implications while still pursuing desire. The final 

chapter engages with an overtly anti-Ovidian text that inveighs against female sexual 

delight, essentially terminating the earlier energies of Ovidian play. 

 Chapter One begins with Aphra Behn (1640-1689), the first female author to put 

her name to a print translation of Ovid's work. Behn translates—or paraphrases since she 

does not know Latin—Oenone to Paris for John Dryden's Ovid's Epistles (Heroides). 

Earlier in her career, her play The Feign'd Curtizans, has Ovid's The Art of Love enter the 

stage as a prop and is used to best perform the female characters' disguises as courtesans, 

establishing the link between Ovid and sexuality. Aphra Behn comes to be known as a 

female Ovid, and I argue this moniker is not an ascription, assigned to her as yet another 

way to undercut her modesty as a female author. Instead, I argue Behn herself employed 

Ovid's works, referencing him overtly as seen in Feign'd Curtizans and more subtly in 

some of her non-fiction prose and poetry. In so doing, Behn aligns herself with Ovid and 

mobilizes his reputation as a master of the passions to situate her own work. I then briefly 
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contrast another female writer who significantly uses Ovid, Lady Mary Wortley Monatgu 

(1689-1762). Montagu precociously learned Latin by twelve years old in order to read 

Ovid in the original and regularly employed the Ovidian love motif in direct allusion and 

interpolation in her own original compositions. Montagu's more patriarchal use of 

Ovidian eroticism highlights a changing culture, where society grows increasingly 

skeptical of female sexual desire. 

 Chapter Two attends to the concept of metamorphosis and its converse, what I 

call the "fixed form" in the work of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchelsea (1661-1720). I 

argue that Anne Finch turns away from metamorphoses in two important ways. First, she 

conjures situations where one might expect a metamorphosis only to instead maintain the 

natural change or no change. Second, she writes Ovid's mythic characters into her own 

original compositions, both transfixing their forms into a stable mode (as opposed to their 

past life's metamorphosis) and fixing their form as in correcting it, allowing them 

retirement.  

 Chapter Three turns to the amatory fiction of Delarivier Manley and Eliza 

Haywood, who most clearly position their own works as pedagogical tools for their 

women readers. I contrast female characters being given Ovid by men to female 

characters taking up Ovid for themselves across their novels. Building on scholarship 

pointing to the pedagogical positioning of amatory fiction, I reveal the presence of 

pathogenic language in Manley's New Atalantis and point out the way in which, for her, 

reading can serve as a form of inoculation against more dangerous lived forms of 

seduction. 
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 Chapter Four argues that Samuel Richardson marks a shift in British literature and 

the treatment of Ovid. Richardson is anti-Ovidian in a way that even Finch is not; 

Richardson finds Ovid and Ovidian eroticism dangerous, and that Ovid's place in the 

formal classroom represents a real threat. I begin my reading of Samuel 

Richardson's Clarissa on the fight between Lovelace and James at the university, that 

occurs when James is jealous of Lovelace's skills in literary interpretation. Clarissa 

describes Lovelace's cruelty as sharpened by his education, where he learned to imitate, 

and eventually surpass, Ovid's models of male behavior. Lovelace calls himself a "greater 

master of metamorphoses" than Ovid, and allusions to Ovid readily come to mind during 

his most gruesome misbehavior. Of the texts discussed in my project, Richardson's 

novel, Clarissa defines rape in a way that is most identifiable to us today, while also most 

categorically villainizing the Ovidian love motif in the Ovidian portrayal of Lovelace.   

 Ovid is a touchstone for sexuality in his own time. As Ovid's works are 

interpolated throughout early- to mid-eighteenth-century England, Ovidian eroticism 

continues to highlight viewpoints regarding sex and sexuality, often purposefully or 

accidentally demonstrating changing approaches to sexual consent, which is increasingly 

becoming aligned with the word "rape." In aligning with sexuality, Ovid's works cannot 

help but highlight gender differences, as sexuality was so crucial to understanding 

gender. Using Ovid to track popular perception of sexuality, as a cultural touchstone for 

sexuality and for consent, I choose the Restoration to mid-eighteenth century as a time 

building to the rise of the novel and, concurrently, a growing preoccupation with female 

virtue. 
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2. Interpolating Ovid: Aphra Behn and Lady Mary Wortley 
Montagu Write Ovidian Eroticism   
 

 After hundreds of years of British male writers re-writing and re-vising Ovid's 

myths into their own original compositions, what happens when early women writers 

begin to insert Ovid into their works? How do these early women writers transpose 

Ovidian eroticism—where women are seduced by fraud or forced into unwanted sexual 

contact? What drew these women writers to Ovid's work, and how did they interpolate or 

amend Ovid for a female readership? To address such questions, I turn to two important 

early British female authors, Aphra Behn (1640-1689), and, to a lesser extent, Lady Mary 

Wortley Montagu (1689-1762). Behn and Montagu both cultivate a literary association 

with Ovid during their writing careers. They show the possibilities for women writing 

Ovidian forms. This chapter primarily focuses on Aphra Behn; the first professional 

female author and the first woman to attach her name to a published translation of Ovid.1 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu serves as a counterbalance to Aphra Behn. Montagu 

describes her early literary interest as beginning with Ovid, with Ovidian forms being 

foundational to her poetry. Montagu may be rightfully described as proto-feminist in her 

approach to female education and politics. Yet Montagu ultimately uses Ovid in a more 

conservative or traditionalist way than Aphra Behn.  

 The earlier energies in Aphra Behn's works are foreclosed by Lady Mary Wortley 

Montagu's era, and I argue that this difference in Ovid's interpolation by the two women 

 
1 Raphael Lyne suggests that a translation of Dido's epistle to Aeneas with a reply from Aeneas (Heroides 
7) may have been written by Mary Herbert Sidney, Countess of Pembroke or Isabella Whitney. Raphael 
Lyne, “Writing Back to Ovid in the 1560s and 1570s,” Translation and Literature, 13 (2004): 143–64. 
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writers tells part of that story. Behn recognizes the potential for female sexual play in the 

Ovidian love motif, which is typically meant to benefit the male sexual pursuer. Montagu 

maps the Ovidian love motif along the lines that benefit the male sexual pursuer, even re-

working more inherently feminist Ovidian forms, such as the love-complaint, to benefit 

sexual misogyny instead. In Aphra Behn's Restoration era, the sexual trickery in Ovid's 

works could be seen in the male rake and the female rake alike. The rake, and especially 

the female rake, was undergoing a disciplining by the time of Montagu's writing that 

continues from the mid- to late-eighteenth century in England.   

 Aphra Behn is commissioned by John Dryden (1631-1700) to contribute to a 

translation of Oenone to Paris in Ovid's Heroides (translated to Ovid's Epistles (1680)). 

Literary scholarship attending to Aphra Behn's use of Ovid focuses exclusively on this 

translation, with some mentions of Behn's use of the epistolary form in Love-Letters 

Between a Noble Man and His Sister (1684).2 However, Aphra Behn aligns herself with 

Ovid before Oeneone to Paris and well after. Behn references Ovid's Art of Love and 

Metamorphoses as early as 1677 in The Feign'd Curtizans, and these references re-

emerge in her final play of her lifetime, The Luckey Chance (1686). In these works, Behn 

uses Ovid to signal her inclusion in Restoration England's literary landscape, a landscape 

 
2 See Carol Barash, English Women’s Poetry, 1649–1714: Politics, Community, and Linguistic Authority 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); Gillian Wright, “Aphra Behn’s ‘Oenone to Paris,’ John Dryden, 
and the Ovidian Complaint in Restoration Literary Culture,” in Early Modern Women’s Complaint, ed. 
Sarah C. E. Ross and Rosalind Smith (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Katherine Heavey, “Aphra 
Behn’s ‘Oenone to Paris’: Ovidian Paraphrase by Women Writers,” Review of English Studies 63 (2012): 
69–91; Susan Wiseman, “‘Perfectly Ovidian?’ Dryden’s Epistles, Behn’s ‘Oenone,’ Yarico’s Island,” in 
Aphra Behn Studies, ed. Janet Todd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Tracy Walters, 
“Challenging Hierarchies: Aphra Behn’s Authentication through Classical Translation,” Women’s Writing 
12 (2005): 1–18; Lydia Hamlett, “Not Just a Pretty Face: Women’s Heroic Experience in the Heroides, 
Book Illustration & Mural Painting in Britain 1700–1720,” Word & Image 29 (2013): 1–18; Rosalind 
Ballaster, Seductive Forms: Women’s Amatory Fiction from 1684 to 1740, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1992). 
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in which she was the only female playwright for twenty years. It is also a landscape 

where she is included in Dryden's collection of Ovid translations only to be later mocked 

by Dryden himself for being too sexually promiscuous. She was routinely upheld as a 

model for women achieving literary success, while simultaneously being used as a 

cautionary tale to demonstrate that commercial, professional publication is no better than 

sex work for a woman. She was touted as a pinnacle for both women's accomplishment 

and women's shame.  

 Very little about Aphra Behn's biography is verifiable. In writing The Secret Life 

of Aphra Behn, Janet Todd notes she must rely on Behn's literary works and the 

responses of fellow authors to paint a probable picture of Behn's life. Closely following 

Behn's death, the publishing of biographies with posthumous works came into fashion. 

Even in these materials, people who purport to have known Behn personally cannot agree 

on the details of her life.3 Despite the sexually promiscuous reputation alluded to by 

Dryden, Prior, Pope, and similar prominent writers of the time, there is no definitive 

proof that these rumors are more than extrapolations from Behn's amorous writing. 

 The only account of someone who to purports to have known Aphra Behn as a 

child is that of Thomas Colepeper. He records details of Aphra Behn in his manuscript 

"Adversaria," compiled in the late 1690s and composed of 18 volumes. The sections in 

which her biography appear are titled "Mrs Aphara Behn" and "BEENE the famos female 

 
3 Charles Gildon composed "Account of the Life of the Incomparable Mrs Behn" and Samuel Briscoe 
commissioned "The Life and Memoirs of Mrs. Behn. Written by One of the Fair Sex" to an edition of 
Oroonoko but neither add much in the way of biographical details. Charles Gildon, “An Account of the 
Life of the Incomparable Mrs. Behn,” in All the Histories and Novels Written by the Late Ingenious Mrs. 
Behn (London, 1696); Samuel Briscoe, “The Life and Memoirs of Mrs. Behn. Written by One of the Fair 
Sex,” in Oroonoko (London, 1696). 
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Poet." He states that Behn's mother was his wet-nurse and therefore calls Aphra Behn his 

foster-sister. He notes that her father's name was Johnson, she had a sister called Frances, 

and was born "at Surry or Canterbury." 4 Janet Todd notes in The Secret Life of Aphra 

Behn that through this description by Colepeper "a likely candidate [for who Aphra Behn 

is in her early life] is a child Eaffrey Johnson."5 If so, Aphra Behn's father was 

Bartholomew Johnson, who was a barber, and her mother was Elizabeth Jonson née 

Denham, who lived close to Colepeper's mother.6 Eaffrey affords spelling variations such 

as Affara, Affrey, and Afra, making Aphra not such a stretch. 

 Most, if not all, scholars of eighteenth-century literature who publish on Aphra 

Behn have been invested in her biography to some extent. These scholars use her 

fictional texts to fill in gaps or bolster claims in archival records.  In "Aphra Behn's First 

Marriage" Britland writes, "As theories about her background have shifted and changed, 

they have revealed as much about earlier class and gender stereotypes as they have about 

Behn herself."7 Britland uses as an early example Ernest Bernbaum, who in 1913 asserted 

that Behn lied about travelling to the American colony of Surinam on the grounds that the 

daughter of a yeomen from Kent could not have such an opportunity. Britland 

successfully demonstrates that the murky biographical details of Behn's work have been a 

lens through which literary scholars view her works. For better or worse, following 

 
4 Janet Todd, The Secret Life of Aphra Behn, (London: André Deutsch, 1996), 13. 
5 Janet Todd, The Secret Life of Aphra Behn, 13. 
6 Janet Todd, The Secret Life of Aphra Behn, 14. 
7 Karen Britland, “Aphra Behn’s First Marriage?” The Seventeenth Century 36, no. 1 (2021): 33–53, 33. 
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recovery of Aphra Behn, this lens is still the one through which most scholars view her 

work, only now within a feminist framework.8 

 Behn's biography was likewise important to fellow authors and readers of her own 

time. Exploring Behn's connection to Ovid—both ascribed and avowed—is fruitful in 

understanding the way in which her amatory texts and biography work in tandem to 

create her rise and fall in popularity as an author throughout the eighteenth-century. Her 

contemporaries conflated her writings' sexually promiscuous themes with an imagined 

biographical bawdiness, both of which eventually led to her falling out of fashion.   

 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, born the year Aphra Behn died, is similar to Behn 

in having a literary reputation inflected by her personal biography. Montagu began her 

own literary career with an Ovidian love complaint, entitled "Julia to Ovid" (similar to 

but opposite of Behn's "Ovid to Julia"). In fact, Montagu's literary aspirations began with 

her "stealing" Latin to read Ovid in original, and references to his work appear 

throughout her oeuvre.9 Montagu spends her youth as a celebrated Toast, enjoying the 

company and attention of literary society early on.10 This reputation was damaged, 

beginning with a public feud with Alexander Pope and, eventually, further damaged by 

 
8 For more, see Laura J. Rosenthal, “Introduction: Recovering from Recovery,” The Eighteenth Century, 
50, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 1–11. 
9 Montagu's personal report of her early Latin learning fluctuates. In a letter to Joseph Spence (discussed 
below) she states she learned Latin at thirteen. Later, to her future husband Edward Wortley Montagu, she 
presents herself as a novice at twenty. Even later than that she returns to her story of early precocity. Isobel 
Grundy, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu: Comet of the Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 16. 
10 Grundy, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, 15. Isobel Grundy writes of Montagu's childhood that her 
childhood home was filled with her father's "Kit-Cat cronies," including Congreve, Dr Samuel Garth, 
Addison, and Steele. Montagu certainly seems to have had stages of wanting publication and self-erasing 
her written work (setting them on fire, for instance). Clare Brant argues Montagu was reluctant to ever be 
published as an author in Clare Brant, “‘I Make a Very Shining Figure’: Lady Mary Wortley Montagu and 
the Intimate Publicity of Authorship,” Intimacy and Celebrity in Eighteenth-Century Literary Culture, ed. 
Emrys D. Jones and Victoria Joule, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 211–31. 
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public derision for a leaving her husband around the age of fifty for the Italian intellectual 

and writer, Francesco Algarotti, with whom she fell in love in 1736.11 Montagu's 

remaining popular travelogue, Letters of the Right Honourable Lady M—y W—y M—e 

(now known as The Turkish Embassy Letters) was published in 1763, a year after 

Montagu's death. Yoojung Choi convincingly argues that Montagu's Letters was given a 

renewed literary life in the late eighteenth-century, attached to male-authored works such 

as Oliver Goldsmith's "The Traveller" and Henry Mackenzie's The Man of Feeling 

(1771).12 Montagu's life as a traveler overtook her poetic works, despite her self-

identification as a poet throughout her life.13 Even contemporary scholarship on 

eighteenth-century literature focuses overwhelmingly on just two of her works: Turkish 

Embassy Letters and her poetic response to Jonathan Swift, "The Reasons that Induced 

Dr. S. to Write a Poem Call'd The Ladies Dressing Room."14  

 This chapter will begin with an early, important insertion of Ovid by Aphra Behn: 

Behn's play The Feign'd Curtizans, in which a book of Ovid's becomes a prop and three 

of his major works are referenced by the three primary female characters. It is in this play 

that Behn fully explores the potency of the type of female sexuality offered by Ovid. I 

will then turn to other original works by Behn before focusing on Behn's translations, 

 
11 Grundy notes there are other reasons besides Algarotti for Montagu's exile, but that those who knew 
Montagu well cited Algarotti as the major reason for her moving to Italy. Grundy, Lady Mary, 391. 
12 Yoojung Choi, “The Reception History of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu as a Celebrity Female Traveler,” 
Eighteenth-Century Life 49, no. 2 (April 2025): 58–80, 60-1.  
13 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's Collected Works were published in 1803; Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, 
The Works of the Right Honourable Lady Mary Wortley Montagu Including Her Correspondence, Poems 
and Essays, (London: W. Flint), 1803. 
14 Rosenthal states, "while interest in Montagu's work has exploded in the last two decades or so, it 
sometimes seems, searching through the MLA bibliography, that she really only wrote one letter and one 
poem," Laura Rosenthal, "Introduction: Recovering from Recovery," 9. Also see Yoojung Choi, "The 
Reception History of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu as a Celebrity Female Traveler," 58-80. 
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including her imitation of Ovid's Heroides, Oenone to Paris. In these references, Behn 

avows an alignment with Ovid, using his works and reputation to her own end and even 

challenging the Ovidian love motif. I will then attend to commendatory verse about 

Aphra Behn to describe how Behn cultivated a persona as the female Ovid; I argue that 

this persona was not ascribed to Behn but in fact purposefully cultivated for literary 

reasons. One way her reputation as a female Ovid reputation works is via an 

entanglement between Behn's amatory writing and biography. This reputation means that 

when cultural literary tastes change Behn's importance as a female author is undercut. To 

show the change in national taste, I briefly contrast Aphra Behn's interpolations of Ovid 

with those by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, to demonstrate that Behn's earlier use of 

Ovid as a means of exploring female sexual play was, by the time Montagu writes, falling 

out of favor. This chapter will ultimately show that Behn does not let a lack of 

educational access impede her literary career. In fact, if an alignment between Aphra 

Behn and Ovid as two figures known for amatory writing and life is going to happen 

anyway, Behn explores all that this connection has to offer. 

 

2.1 Aphra Behn's Ovid and Female Sexual Play 

 Aphra Behn’s The Feign’d Curtizans, or, A Night's Intrigue, A Comedy is set in 

Rome, and features three female leads: Marcella, Cornelia, and Laura Lucretia. These 

women navigate their position as the subjects and objects of love matches with a cast of 

English and Italian gentlemen, and, in the style of Restoration comedy, it is this 

navigation that generates many of the comedic situations. All three female characters 

reference Ovid during the play, but each references a different source text, making the 
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play Aphra Behn's first important literary association with Ovid. While Feign'd Curtizans 

was certainly performed in March of 1679, it may have been performed as early as 1677, 

three years before she is commissioned to translate Oenone to Paris.15 Off stage, the play 

marks a shift in Behn's literary reputation. It is dedicated to Nell Gwynn, Charles II's 

mistress, former actress and sex worker. Feign'd Curtizans is Behn's first play to be so 

connected—all subsequent dedications of Behn's works are to influential people.16 The 

play was printed by Jacob Tonson, who at that point had only published one of her plays, 

Sir Patient Fancy (1678). Tonson went on to connect Behn with Dryden, possibly the 

connection needed for her to contribute to Ovid's Epistles, also published by Tonson.17 

Janet Todd notes that the stage directions of the play "suggest considerable theatrical 

planning" and that its "shutters, traverse curtains and moving props" utilized all of the 

resources of Dorset Garden Theater.18 And yet, the play was not well-received, and its 

print publication was "very careless" compared to Behn's other works.19 The failure of 

this play is attributed to its timing, with the setting of the play in popish Rome coinciding 

with the recent conspiracy of the Popish Plot—sending the Duke of York and Mary of 

Modena into exile as well as sending England into an anti-Catholic hysteria.20 Still, 

 
15 Janet Todd writes that the anonymous Wits Led by the Nose staged in June 1677 references a play 
entitled Midnight's Intrigue acted in May 1677 and may have been an earlier version of Feign'd Curtizans. 
Janet Todd, “Introduction,” in The Works of Aphra Behn, vol. 6, The Plays: 1678–1682, ed. Janet Todd 
(London: Pickering & Chatto, 1996; repr., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). All subsequent 
references will be to this edition. 
16 Rosalind Ballaster, introduction to Love Letters between a Nobleman and His Sister, by Aphra Behn 
(London: Penguin, 1992), x. 
17 In a letter to Jacob Tonson, Aphra Behn thanks Tonson for "the service" Tonson had done in introducting 
Behn to Dryden. Aphra Behn, “Letter 5: Aphra Behn to Tonson [London], 1684,” in The Literary 
Correspondences of the Tonsons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
18 Todd, "Introduction," Works. 
19 Todd, "Introduction," Works. The printed Feign'd Curtizans features careless printing errors, rivalled 
only at that point by her first play, The Forc'd Marriage (1670).  
20 This coinciding with the Popish plot is the theme for the opening monologue, performed by Betty Currer 
in courtesan costuming; Todd, Headnote to Feign'd Curtizans by Aphra Behn.  
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Feign'd Curtizans enjoyed a star-studded cast, with famous Comic actor, James Nokes, 

playing Sir Signall Buffoon, Cave Underhill as Tickletext, William Smith as Fillamour, 

Betterton as Galliard, Elizabeth Barry as Cornelia, and Betty Currer as Marcella.21 Many 

of these actors constituted the cast of Behn's earlier popular plays, such as The Rover 

(1677) and would continue to perform in her plays until her death.22 

 As previously stated, scholarship on Aphra Behn's connection to Ovid grounds its 

focus on either her imitation of Oenone to Paris or on the epistolary form of Love Letters 

Between a Noble Man and His Sister.23 However, Ovid's The Art of Love is used as a 

meaningful prop in Aphra Behn's The Feign'd Curtizans, which was performed at most 

three years and at least one year before the publication of John Dryden's Ovid's Epistles.24 

The Art of Love appears onstage as an important resource for the principal female 

characters, Marcella and Cornellia, who reference the work as a guide on how to perform 

as courtesans. This prop is thus a meta-theatrical and meta-literary tool for understanding 

the embedded performance within the play, how to "feign" being a courtesan. The final 

book in The Art of Love is directed to women itself, and describes how to perform 

feminized virtue to attract a male lover, with lessons such as "How to weepe" and "How 

to lispe."25 There is a layered performance within the larger play, then, where the 

intertextual The Art of Love underscores the performative nature of gender and female 

sexuality, that female sexuality is a skill that can be learned. The female actresses are 

 
21 Todd, "Introduction," Works. 
22 Betterton, for instance, stars in the last play performed in Behn's lifetime, The Luckey Chance (1686) 
23 Ros Ballaster briefly mentions Ovid in her formative scholarly work, Seductive Forms, to discuss Behn's 
adaption of the epistolary form from Ovid's Heroides; Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 61. 
24 Dryden commissioned Behn's imitation of Oenone to Paris in 1680 according to Janet Todd, 
"Introduction," in Aphra Behn, The Works of Aphra Behn: volume 1, Poetry, Edited by Janet Todd, (Boca 
Raton, FL: Routledge, 2018). All poetic references will refer to this edition.  
25 Thomas Heywood, Love’s School (London, 1625), 77. 
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performing these female characters, who themselves are performing—or feigning—

courtesans. In other words, The Feign'd Curtizans literalizes Ovid's The Art of Love as the 

performance of female sexuality. 

 The female characters who cite Ovid in Behn's The Feign'd Curtizans require a 

different reading of The Art of Love than its primary stated goal: as a guide to ensnare 

women. The Ovidian love motif is most clearly articulated in this text of Ovid's, with a 

praeceptor, or teacher, using hunting metaphors to explore how to entrap women. The 

first two books of The Art of Love are written for and to the male lover who pursues a 

female sexual object, while the final book is addressed to women and tempers its advice 

accordingly. The difference of Book III is articulated in saying that "poore maids 

misdone" must "against armed men must naked run" and notes that this unbalance has 

been cultivated by the very book in which these lines appears, as "Two books haue giuen 

men weapons in their hands/ The whilest our fearefull Sex vnarmed stands."26 The way in 

which the The Feign'd Curtizans characters use the text is a clear reversal of the standard 

the Ovidian love motif as employed by Behn's Restoration comedy contemporaries.27  

Etherege, Dryden, and Congreve, for instance, used it along the gendered lines that men 

are hunters and women are their prey. These female characters must perform the fate of 

the victims of Book I and II, not that of the virtuous women to whom Book III is 

addressed. 

 The plot of The Feign'd Curtizans primarily follows Marcella and Cornelia, who 

have met the English gentlemen, Galliard and Fillamour, in their hometown of Viterbo. 

 
26 Heywood, Love Schoole, 66. 
27 David Hopkins, “Ovid,” in The Oxford History of Classical Reception in English Literature, vol. 3, 
1660–1790, ed. David Hopkins and Charles Martindale (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 199. 
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Marcella, the more virtuous of the two, is contracted to an unwanted marriage with the 

overtly misogynistic Octavio. Cornelia, the female rake of the play, is destined for a 

nunnery. To avoid their fates, Marcella and Cornelia run away to Rome, following two 

British gentlemen they met in Viterbo, Sir Harry Fillamour and Mr. Galliard. While in 

Rome, Marcella and Cornelia pose as courtesans, going by the names Euphemia and 

Silvianetta respectively. They choose to disguise themselves as courtesans for three 

reasons: first, courtesan work is considered a noble profession in Italy; second, the 

courtesan vizar would fully disguise their faces; and third, because they are considered 

virtuous women in Viterbo, the men pursuing Marcella and Cornellia—Octavio, Julio, 

and Morisini—would never to think to look for them as courtesans.28 The two British 

gentleman with whom they fell in love in Viterbo, Fillamour and Galliard, unknowingly 

fall in love with Marcella and Cornelia again in Rome while disguised in their courtesan 

forms.   

 Aphra Behn famously did not read or understand Latin, as was an important 

stipulation by Dryden when he included her in his translation of Heroides, Ovid's 

Epistles. For this reason, she would have had to encounter Ovid's Ars Amatoria or The 

Art of Love in translation. There are a few possibilities of sources for Behn. For one, John 

Dryden and William Congreve published such a translation with Jacob Tonson, the same 

publisher responsible for Ovid's Epistles as well as Feign'd Curtizans. Dryden and 

 
28 Aphra Behn may have had in mind the Roman courtesan and philosopher, Tullia d'Aragona. The Project 
Vox entry on Tullia states, "During the renaissance in Italy, educated courtesans such as Giulia—and later, 
Tullia—were admired by their patrons and enjoyed freedom of movement and wealth." Project Vox team, 
“Tullia d’Aragona,” Project Vox, (Durham: Duke University Libraries, 2022), https://projectvox.org/tullia-
daragona-c-1505-1556/. Also see Salvatore Battaglia's definition of the cortegian honeste, or honest 
courtesan, as intellectual women: Salvatore Battaglia, La letteratura italiana, vol. 3 (Milan: Accademia, 
1974), 863.  
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Congreve's The Art of Love translation included other contributors important to Behn, 

such as Thomas Creech—to whom Behn wrote "To the Unknown Daphnis on His 

Excellent Translation of Lucretius"—and Rochester, whom Behn eulogized. All these 

authors, translators, and editors were associated with Behn, contributing together to many 

miscellanies during their lives and after their deaths. Dryden was unable to finish his Ars 

Amatoria translation and died before its publication in 1712; Behn was also dead by this 

time. However, through Behn's various connections with many of these translators, 

authors, and publishers, it is entirely possible one could have extended Behn the 

translation of The Art of Love in manuscript before its print publication.  

 Another possible access point to Art of Love for Behn could be the popular 

translation by Thomas Heywood entitled Loves Schoole (1625). Behn shows familiarity 

with this poem in her other original work, the poem "To Lysander, who made some 

Verses on a Discourse of Loves Fire" (1684). Behn uses the words "Loves" and "School" 

in close succession in Verse IV, "For 'tis a Maxime in Loves learned School, Who blows 

the Fire, the flame can only Rule."29 The reference, and poem at large, keeps in line with 

Book II of Love's Schoole, which uses an extended metaphor of fire to argue that jealousy 

is important in keeping love:  

Love must be quickned even as fire is wont. 
Make her to feare, and to looke pale sometime, 
By showing her some instance of thy crime.30   

"To Lysander, who made some Verses on a Discourse of Loves Fire" is a poem about the 

speaker's jealousy, which in Love's Schoole is an important emotion to keep a female 

 
29 Behn, Works, vol 1, pp 86, ll 23-4. 
30 Heywood, Love's Schoole, 50.  
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beloved invested in the male lover. As a direct reference of Heywood's translation and an 

indirect transferal of the themes of Book II, this doubled citation demonstrates Behn's 

likely familiarity with Love's Schoole, therefore showing it as a potential source for 

Feign'd Curtizans.31  

 The first mention of Ovid in The Feign'd Curtizans comes in Scene II Act I, the 

first act in which Marcella and Cornelia enter the stage. This act begins with Octavio and 

Morisini discussing their search for Marcella. Marcella and Cornelia enter the stage in 

their courtesan disguises, causing Morsini to ask “Stay stay, what women are these?” to 

which Octavio responds—in one of his more misogynistic speeches—“Whores Sir, and 

so ’tis ten to one are all the kind, only these differ from the rest in this, they generously 

own their trade of sin, which others deal by stealth in: they are Curtizans.”32 Octavio, 

contracted to marry Marcella, establishes in this scene the type of misogyny pervading 

the world of Behn's Viterbo. If Behn imagines a freedom in the sexuality presented by 

Ovid, as we will come to see she does, her antagonist Octavio does not deal in Ovid's 

libertine eroticism. To Octavio, all women are "Whores" with only the courtesans as 

honest in that they "generously own their trade of sin." Octavio is plain-dealing, with no 

interest in the sexual trickery, shapeshifting, and general instability as that seen within 

Ovid's world. Octavio so appreciates constancy that he does not even delight in 

performance (despite being in a play). Instead, performance is "stealth" to him, a 

deception not to be tolerated.  

 
31 In such, subsequent references to Ovid's The Art of Love in regards to Behn's Feign'd Curtizans will 
come from Thomas Heywood's translation.  
32 Behn, Works, vol. 6, II.I.13 
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 Marcella and Cornelia's first lines of they play reference Ovid, establishing his 

importance to the primary characters from the onset. Their opening dialogue reads: 

   Mar. The Evenings soft and calm, as happy Lovers thoughts: 
     And here are Groves where the kind meeting Trees 
    Will hide us from the Amourous gazing croud 
   Cor. What shou’d we do there, sigh till our wandering Breath, 
    Has rais’d a gentle gale amongst the boughs; 
    To whose dull melancholly Musick, we 
    Laid on a Bed of Moss, and new fall’n leaves, 
    Will reade the dismall tale of Eccho’s Love! 
    —No, I can make better use of Famous Ovid 
      [snatches a little Book from her. 
    And prethee what a pox have we to do with Trees, 
    Flowers, Fountains, or naked statues?33  

Cornelia’s stage direction—to snatch the book of Ovid—exposes that Marcella is reading 

Ovid. There is a conflict between the sisters as to which Ovid is important. Marcella's 

meditation on trees and Cornelia's lines point to the possibility that Marcella was reading 

Echo and Narcissus in Ovid's Metamorphoses. Echo is one of the few stories where the 

female is the pursuer.34 She pursues Narcissus, attempting to seduce him but only 

responding with repeating the last words or syllables he states. When Narcissus fully 

rejects Echo, she to "the wood her sad retreat receaues:/ Who couers her ashamed face 

with leaues" where she transforms into a disembodied voice.35 Unlike stories such as 

Daphne and Apollo or Jupiter and Io where men pursue women and the women are 

metamorphosized, here the pursuing Echo is the one transformed. Women in the love 

dynamic, whether subject or object, are subject to metamorphoses. 

 
33 Behn, Works, vol. 6, II.I ll 13-14 
34 Stories where women pursue men in Metamorphoses include Eccho, seen here, and Myrrha (Book X) 
whose incestuous love transforms her into the Myrrh tree.  
35 I quote Sandys's translation of Metamorphoses here as it is likely Behn's source. Ovid, Metamorphoses, 
trans. George Sandys (London, 1632), Book III, pp 54. 



 51 
 
 
 

 Cornelia demonstrates competency in speaking in the pastoral mode used by 

Marcella. Though ultimately mocking Marcella, Cornelia masterfully imitates her style, 

saying that they could "sigh till our wandering Breath,/ Has raised a gentle gale amongst 

the boughs." Cornelia's tone shifts when she references Ovid; "—No, I can make better 

use of Famous Ovid" is both more direct and conversational, while also breaking the 

image she has carefully crafted. This contrast in dialogue styles performs different modes 

in which Ovid wrote. Behn, who wrote the play in which it appears, then demonstrates a 

competency over the different modes of Ovid. Cornelia ranges her performance to 

include the poetic, pastoral Metamorphoses and then the witty instructional guide on how 

to ensnare women found in The Art of Love. Furthermore, the more logical, straight-

forward sister, Cornelia, prefers Ovid's The Art of Love. Behn suggests only female 

romantics, perhaps delusional and almost certainly destined for heartache, have use for 

stories such as Echo's.  

 In addition to the differing tones of the two Ovid texts, the two women's 

contrasting goals are most clearly pronounced in their preference of Ovid texts. 

Marcella's speech in the pastoral mode ultimately does not invite love; she is looking to 

the "meeting of Trees" as a shield from the “Amourous gazing croud.” Marcella is the 

object of an amorous crowd of potential suitors: with the stern, misogynist Octavio in 

pursuit of her while she still longs for Fillamour. Additionally, there may be such an 

amorous crowd of men who may try to purchase the women as if they are real courtesans. 

In any case, Marcella reads Ovid's Metamorphoses as it aligns with her own goal of 

concealment from amorousness. Cornelia, and her "better use" of Ovid's The Art of Love 
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is the exact opposite. The Art of Love is about being seen; the praeceptor's advice for 

women is about how to perform female sexuality—and performances need audiences.   

 Cornelia again references Ovid later in Scene II. As Marcella and Cornelia are 

pursued by Fillamour and Galliard taking them for actual courtesans, Marcella states, 

“My courage fails me at the sight of him—I must retire” to which Cornelia responds, 

“And I’le to my Art of Love.”36 The stage direction then reads, “Marcella retires and 

leans against a Tree, Cornelia walks about Reading).”37 Marcella is granted her wish to 

flee to the pastoral at last. Meanwhile, Cornelia resumes reading the Ovid she has 

snatched from Marcella earlier, which is now certainly Ovid's The Art of Love. It is 

impossible to say which book is on the stage. When Marcella holds the book, it seems to 

be Metamorphoses, and when Cornelia holds the book it seems to become The Art of 

Love. It is as if the book-prop itself is imbued with the ability to metamorphosize.  

 The Art of Love as a prop then initiates the type of play-acting with one another 

that confirms Galliard and Cornelia as a love match. Galliard begins "—If creatures so 

fair and charming, as your self had any need or prayer, I shou'd believe by your profound 

attention you were at your Evenings Devotion."38 Galliard begins to play off Cornelia, 

who is in intense study of this book. He transforms her reading of Ovid into her worship 

of Ovid. The joke then is that a courtesan would study Ovid's The Art of Love as prayer or 

devotional, making Ovid's pagan world the courtesan Bible.  

 Galliard, however, does not always read Cornelia correctly—which Ovid again 

helps us understand. Upon meeting her, Galliard uses her name, which she is surprised he 

 
36 Behn, Works, vol 6, II.I.182-3. 
37 Behn, Works, vol 6, II.I 182-4. 
38 Behn, Works, vol 6, II.191-3. 
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knows so intimately already. Galliard replies, “The Groves repeat it, and the Fountains 

Purle it, And every pretty sound that fills my ear, Turns all to Silvianetta!”39 He picks up 

her earlier language for describing Ovid, even describing the effect of an echo with the 

repeating and the purling. However, he has taken the wrong tack. Marcella was the lover 

of pastoral, the one who wished to be Echo, not Cornelia. Galliard performs what he 

imagines a woman would want to hear to be ensnared. Were he the only reader of The Art 

of Love this might be the case. However, Cornelia does not want to be in Metamorphoses, 

as her sister does, and her own reading of The Art of Love prepares her for Galliard's 

artificial courtship.  

 There is a third woman in the play who is outside of the perfectly matched and 

balanced primary couples. Laura Lucretia, the anti-hero of Feign'd Curtizans, stands 

somewhat outside of the action despite having the opening lines of the play. She is 

outside of the primary heterosexual pairings, and the play does not bring her together 

with Galliard, who she loves, but instead places her with the match that she was fleeing in 

the beginning, Julio. Even so, Laura's references to Ovid connect her to the other female 

characters, despite her never significantly interacting with them.  Laura is in love with 

Galliard and attempts to trick him into love. This attempt includes disguising herself as a 

young boy and taking up residence near Cornelia. Her plan is that Galliard will 

accidentally enter her residence instead of Cornelia's, and that she can then use a 

resemblance to Cornelia to complete the seduction. However, while Laura is in her 

breeches disguise, Galliard mistakes her as a rival for the love of Cornelia. To this 

confrontation, Laura responds: 

 
39 Behn, Works, vol. 6, II.I.219-221. 
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Not in your Silvianetta! My Love has a Nice appetite, 
And must be fed with high uncommon delicates, 
I have a Mistress Sir, of quality! 
Fair as imagination, paints you Angells! 
Wanton and gay as was the first Corina 
That charm'd our best of Poets.40  

Though Laura doesn't use Ovid's name, Corinna is the object of Ovid's desire in Amores, 

therefore he must be the "best of Poets" she references.41 Laura's mention of "Corina" is 

yet another new "use" of the "famous Ovid," to use Cornelia's earlier language. Marcella 

reads Metamorphoses, Cornelia reads The Art of Love, and now Laura reads Amores. 

Every female character is aligned with a different major Ovid work.  

 Laura's choice, Amores, is an erotic poem written in elegiac couplets in which the 

lover, the poet Ovid, adulterously pursues his married mistress, Corinna. The poem uses 

militaristic language to portray erotic desire and often describes the use of physical 

violence on Corinna. Laura's reference to Amores positions herself as simultaneously the 

character Ovid and as Corinna. She is in breeches—going by the name Sans Cœr—during 

these lines, and she is trying to incite sexual interest in herself when disguised as 

someone else. Her use of this Ovidian reference positions her as both subject and object 

of erotic desire, a subject position she hopes to transfer to Galliard. In Ovid's original 

Amores, consent is problematized by Corinna never having a voice. The poetic-speaker, 

the character of Ovid, tells the reader that this infatuation is mutual, but during the 

descriptions of their love-making there is always violence enacted upon Corinna. Laura 

finds a way to be as beloved as Corinna but also clearly consent.  

 
40 Behn, Works, vol. 6, III.116-121 
41 Ovid is the character's name in Amores as well as the author. 
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 Laura as subject and object of this speech meant to spark erotic desire also allows 

for female consent within the Ovidian love motif, where women are meant to be prey. 

This motif casts the [usually male] pursuer is a hunter, the [usually female] pursued is a 

dish or cordial, and love itself is an appetite or hunger. As seen in the above quote, Laura-

as-San Cœr describes her love as an "appetite." Then, Laura-as-San Cœr describes her 

undisguised self, Laura Lucretia, as "high and uncommon [delicate]." Laura therefore 

maps herself onto every part of the Ovidian love motif; she is hunter, dish, subject and 

object of an appetite. As with the figuration of herself as Corinna, Laura finds a way to 

consent while also being objectified. In both positions—as Corinna in Amores and as the 

object of an erotic appetite—she means to transfer the subject position of desiring lover 

to Galliard. And yet, through this disguise and Ovid reference, she has found a way to 

consent to being non-consenting, an object of erotic desire that is secretly the subject 

manipulating someone into believing they are subject.  

 Marcella briefly changes her allegiance to a different text of Ovid. Fillamour 

meets and becomes as infatuated with Marcella as Euphemia. To test Fillamour's 

preference, Marcella sets up successive meetings with Fillamour as both her true self and 

as Euphemia. Disguised in breeches as the letter deliverer, she watches as Fillamour 

publicly debates going to Marcella or Euphemia at the appointed hour. Galliard and San 

Cœr persuade Fillamour to keep his appointment with the courtesan, Euphemia, and only 

if there is still time to go to Marcella. Fillamour concludes that he will meet Euphemia 

"And break my chains" but then pauses and adds "if possible," undercutting how serious 

he is about resisting the courtesan.42 Marcella soliloquizes: 

 
42 Behn, Works, vol 6, III.272. 
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He's gone! the Curtizan has got the day. 
[in aside]: Vice has the start of Virtue, every way, 
And for one blessing honest wives obtain, 
The happyer Mistress does a thousand gain! 
I'le home—and practice, all their Art to prove, 
That nothing is so cheaply gain'd as Love!43  

Marcella's disappointment is best seen through the switch she has made in Ovid's works. 

Marcella was optimistic in the pastoral mode, when referencing Metamorphoses. Now 

she has reluctantly joined her sister in an understanding of female sexuality through the 

The Art of Love with the precepts visible in the above speech and "Art" and "Love" 

appearing in the final couplet. For Marcella, The Art of Love is not liberating, as it is for 

Cornelia. It is a betrayal of her self-understanding and relationship with Fillamour. 

However, Marcella also sees the possibilities offered by The Art of Love now. As 

originally suggested by Cornelia, Marcella does not allow herself to diminish into the 

disembodied voice of ignored Echo. Instead, she will "practice" The Art of Love to prove 

that love comes cheap after all.    

 In addition to plays, Aphra Behn subverts and advances Ovidian paradigms in her 

original poetry. Concurrent to Behn's imitation of Oeneone to Paris, her poem "The 

Disappointment" (1680) re-imagines the genre of "impotence texts," of which the earliest 

example is Ovid's Amores III, vii. In this poem, Behn does not merely employ the 

Ovidian form of an impotence poem, but in fact uses well established Ovidian references 

and readings to craft subtle arguments about female sexuality, authorship, and power. 

Carol Barash writes, "Behn's erotic poems play different mythic narratives off one 

another to create the possibility of female desire, a place where the female sexual subject 

 
43 Behn, Works, vol 6, III.275-280. 
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enters the fundamentally male traditions of erotic poetry."44 Indeed, much like the meta-

performance enabled by the reference to Ovid's The Art of Love within The Feign'd 

Curtizans, Aphra Behn layers poetic references to Ovid in order to de-stabilize the 

Ovidian love motif to facilitate female pleasure. 

 Aphra Behn's poem "The Disappointment" is a female-authored insertion into the 

minor, masculine genre of "Imperfect Enjoyment" poems, popularized in England by 

Rochester and Etherege.45 Behn's "Disappointment" borrows from many sources, 

including a "free translation" of "L'Occasion perdue recouverte" by de Cantenac and lines 

from Rochester's "The Imperfect Enjoyment."46 In addition to these sources, Behn's 

poem, and the genre at large, looks back to an ancient precedent in Ovid's Amores III, 

vii.47 Ovid's Am. 3, 7 is the earliest surviving example of "impotence texts," a genre that 

may have been familiar to Ovid's readers via parallels in Greek poetry.48 The genre 

typically follows closely a male point of view, erotically building up to a sexual 

crescendo only for the male speaker, and poem itself, to ultimately leave the female 

object of desire (and reader) wanting. The genre is first defined by Richard Quaintance as 

a "dramatic situation" in which "we find a rake narrating, then deploring, the loss of his 

sexual capacity just when the woman, up to then reluctant, has become most ready and 

 
44 Barash, English Women's Poetry, 104.  
45 The "imperfect enjoyment poem" is first identified by Richard Quaintance, "French Sources of the 
Restoration 'Imperfect Enjoyment' Poem," PQ 42, 2 (April 1963): 190-9, 191.  
46 Janet Todd's headnote for "The Disappointment" in Behn, Works, vol 1, pp 69 states that the poem is 
printed in Amsterdam in 1661 in Recueil de diverses poesies choisies and an English translation as "The 
Lost Opportunity Recovered" in Wit and Drollery. Jovial Poems (1682).  
47 For more on Amores III vii, see Niklas Holzberg, who points out the poem has been understudied, having 
only three articles by 2009 devoted to it. Holzberg proposes that the subject of impotence is difficult to 
grapple with in a male dominated field. Niklas Holzberg, "Ovid, 'Amores' 3, 7: A Poem Between Two 
Genres," Latomus 68, 4 (2009): 933-940, 934. 
48 Holzberg, "Ovid, 'Amores,'" 935.  
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willing."49 Aphra Behn's contribution to this canon is described by Lisa Zeitz and Peter 

Thomas as having "been read (rightly) within the context of this small body of poetry 

written by men" and that though the male tradition is "concerned with representation of 

masculine identity" Behn's contribution is "not about impotence so much as it is about 

power."50 Behn's position as a female author, as well as her interest in female erotic 

pleasure, leads her to shift the focus of the impotence text in her contribution to the 

genre..  

 "The Disappointment" describes a pastoral scene where Cloris is "Surpriz'd" by 

the "Amorous Lysander." As with the poems that come before Behn's, Lysander's male 

erotic desire is stoked throughout the poem, only to deflate at the moment it's meant to 

actuate. 51 Behn's poem differs, not just in being authored by a woman writer, but also 

more closely following the female object of desire. From Amores on, the male-authored 

poems tend to employ the lyric "I"; while many still write the female beloved as desiring 

and participating in the erotic scene, it is the male's desire and point-of-view that is 

closely followed. Behn's poem, alternatively, is entirely in third-person, except for a 

moment of Cloris's dialogue where she resists between aphasiac stops ("...—Caese, 

Caese—your vain Desire,/ Or I'll call out—...").52 Though Cloris speaks with resistance, 

the punctuated stops imitate panting, as if she is enthralled by erotic desire. The titular 

disappointment does not refer to Lysander's, but rather Cloris's. 

 
49 Quaintance, "French Sources of the Restoration 'Imperfect Enjoyment' Poem," 190.  
50 Lisa M. Zeitz and Peter Thoms, "Power, Gender, and Identity in Aphra Behn's 'The Disappointment'" 
Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 37, 3 (1997): 501-516, 501.  
51 The original Amores 3, 7 is not just meant to entertain on the level of wit, it is also a poem that intends to 
stimulate its reader. Holzberg argues Ovid's addition of publica verba, or dirty talk, ultimately bridges two 
genres: epigram, where such obscenities were permitted, and elegy, the form of Amores 3,7 in Holzberg, 
"Ovid, 'Amores,'" 935. 
52 Behn, "The Disappointment," Works, vol 1, lines 25-6. 
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 Aphra Behn layers Ovidian sources into the poem. As mentioned, "The 

Disappointment" references poems by de Cantenac, Rochester, and Etherege; and yet, 

within Behn's poem, there is a doubling of Ovid not seen in the masculine versions. In 

addition to the form, Behn directly references Ovid's Metamorphoses in stanza XIII, 

when Cloris's desire lifts enough for her to see the reality that there is no sexual 

fulfillment to be had in this scene. In fact, de Cantenac's male lover recovers from his 

impotence and is able to perform. For Behn's "The Disappointment," however, Cloris 

flees "Like Lightning through the Grove she hies,/ Or Daphne from the Delphick God."53 

Behn is unique in her inversion of Ovid's myth. Daphne does not run from unwanted 

sexual advance but instead flees from uncompleted sexual frustration. Within this 

layering of Ovid works, "The Disappointment" demonstrates a strategic female ploy for 

subverting the Ovidian love motif. Behn's "Disappointment" follows along such lines, 

however the female object of pursuit is constantly pointing out her own performance of 

being prey.   

 These references to Ovid in Aphra "The Dissapointment" demonstrate that she 

found Ovid useful beyond just as a citation. Behn indeed paraphrases Ovid, as so many 

elite gentlemen in the Restoration do, but she also interpolates his precepts into her work 

beyond mere reference. In fact, she subverts the gendered norms found in Ovid's original 

texts that are reproduced in the Restoration male writers who regularly insert Ovidian 

precepts and motifs, such as Wycherly, Congreve, Dryden, and Rochester. Where these 

male authors tend to use Ovid in traditional ways, to retain male power in sexual 

 
53 Behn, "The Disappointment," Works, vol 1, ll 121-2. 
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encounters, Behn uses Ovid's witty, sexual trickery as a means to play with female sexual 

power.  

 

2.2 Authorship in Translation, Oenone to Paris and "Ovid to Julia" 

 Aphra Behn demonstrates an engagement with Ovid in the more traditional 

medium of printed translation. This translation, however, was contentious in that she 

relied upon other translations to write it. One definitive fact about Aphra Behn's 

education is that she did not know Latin. Aphra Behn mocked male education while 

concurrently lamenting the lack of access to education for women. As formal education 

in this time referred to access to Greek and Latin texts of antiquity, Behn laments 

restriction of women from the study of Ancient works. Janet Todd writes, "All her life 

Behn felt, simultaneously, that she had missed something of importance in not knowing 

Latin and Greek well and that what she was missing was unnecessary, since its primary 

result seemed an unwonted sense of superiority in its owners."54 For this reason, Behn 

relies on translation to access Classical texts.  

 In Behn's poem "To the Unknown Daphnis On His Excellent Translation of 

Lucretius" (1684), Behn simultaneously celebrates Thomas Creech on his recent 

translation of De natura rerum and points out England's lack of educational resources for 

women. Behn praises translation generally as a specifically female point of entry into 

gentlemanly learning. Carol Barash points to this poem as an example of Behn revealing 

the "cultural conflicts at work in the mythopoetic gestures of Restoration poetry."55 

 
54 Todd, Secret Life of Aphra Behn, 23. 
55 Barash, English Women's Poetry, 104. 



 61 
 
 
 

Namely, the poetic tradition in England was so closely tied with the classical tradition, 

that female poets, no matter how successful, were still imagined as lacking. Behn begins 

her gendered critique by noting that men "satisfi'd the Appetite" with "Duller Greek and 

Latine," but that women readers are not " treated" to "any feast but Thine [translated 

work]."56 Behn continues: 

Till now I curst my Sex and Education, 
And more the scanted Customs of the Nation, 
Permitting not the Female Sex to tread 
The Mighty Paths of Learned Heroes Dead. 
The Godlike Virgil and Great Homers Muse 
Like Divine Mysteries are conceal'd from us  
We are forbid all grateful Theams, 
No ravishing Thoughts approach our Ear; 
The Fulsom Gingle of the Times 
Is all we are allow'd to Understand, or Hear.57 

The "curse" of being a woman and therefore restricted from education means that the 

"Divine Mysteries" found in ancient Latin and Greek texts are "concealed." Furthermore, 

the forbidden thoughts and themes are considered "ravishing" or seductive. Perhaps due 

to content, as the texts of Antiquity are demonstrably racy, or perhaps seductive in 

leading women to desire further learning (and thus to shirk the domestic duties that fall to 

them). Whatever the reason, Behn praises Thomas Creech for the act of translation 

because it allows women access to Greek and Latin texts; the poem continues, "So Thou 

by this Translation dost advance/ Our Knowledge from the State of Ignorance;/ And 

Equall us to Man."58 This entry point into the "ravishing" texts of Antiquity, translation, 

will serve Aphra Behn in her first printed translation.  

 
56 Behn, "To the Unknown Daphnis On His Excellent Translation of Lucretius," Works, vol. 1, ll 21-4. 
57 Behn, "To the Unknown Daphnis On His Excellent Translation of Lucretius," Works, vol. 1, ll 25-34.  
58 Behn, "To the Unknown Daphnis On His Excellent Translation of Lucretius," Works, vol 1, ll 41-3.  
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 Despite her lack of Latin background, Aphra Behn comes to be included in 

Dryden's Ovid's Epistles (1680)—a translation of Heroides by various popular authors of 

that period. Dryden devotes much of the preface to Ovid's Epistles defining the various 

types of translation with examples of type, translation theory that is still taught today. He 

describes three types of translation: metaphrase (word for word translation), paraphrase 

("where the author is kept in view by the translator, so as never to be lost, but his words 

are not so strictly follow’d as his sense"), and finally imitation.59 Imitation is defined by 

Dryden in saying, "the translator (if now he has not lost that name) assumes the liberty 

not only to vary from the words and sense, but to forsake them both as he sees occasion: 

And taking only some general hints from the original."60  He then states "No man is 

capable of translating poetry, who, besides a genius to that art, is not a master both of his 

author's language, and of his own," a point of view that he then expostulates on for 

several pages.61 This sentiment backs him into a corner where he must now defend the 

inclusion of Aphra Behn as one who does not know the author's language and certainly is 

not master of it. Dryden writes, "I was desir'd to say that the author [of OEnone to Paris], 

who is of the Fair Sex, understood not Latin. But if she does not, I am afraid she has 

given us occasion to be asham'd, who do."62 Why would Dryden spend so much time 

presenting translation as only possible with mastery of both languages only to undercut 

himself with Behn's inclusion? It's hard to say if he really proves her worthiness as a sort 

of translator. If he is sincere, he has devoted so much prefatory space to why someone 

 
59 Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, ed. John Dryden, (London: 1680), preface xv. 
60 Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, ed. John Dryden, preface, xv-xvi. 
61 Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, ed. John Dryden, preface, xx. 
62 Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, ed. John Dryden, preface, xxii. 
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who does not know Latin could not be taken seriously as a translator and only a single 

vague line in Behn's defense.  

 The original epistle "Oenone to Paris," Epistle V of Heroides, features Oenone 

complaining of Paris abandoning their marriage for Helen, thus beginning the Trojan war 

depicted in Homer's The Iliad. Paris had originally been the subject of a prophecy that he 

would cause the destruction of Troy. His mother, Hecuba, refuses to kill him and instead 

secretly conveys him to Mount Ida, where he meets the fountain nymph, Oenone. Paris 

returns to his birth parents and abandons Oenone for Helen. Though Oenone to Paris 

originally highlights a class divide, it is not a clear cut one. In Ovid's original, Oenone 

spends much of the opening verses emphasizing the class divide present when she first 

fell in love with Paris—one where she is above him. Oenone repeatedly stresses her 

position as superior to Paris, stating, "Nondum tantus eras, cum te contenta marito edita 

de magno flumine nympha fui" (Not yet so great were you, when I was content to marry 

with you—I was the nymph of a great river).63 Later, when Oenone and Paris discover he 

is royalty, Oenone maintains that she is his equal in saying, "dignaque sum fieri rerum 

matrona potentis; sunt mihi, quas possint sceptra decere, manus" (I am worthy myself of 

being the consort of a man who wields great power, my hands are that which can hold a 

scepter).64 In Ovid's original and most translations following it, Paris is the one of the pair 

who represents the lower class. Oenone begins her complaint noting that when she 

married Paris, she thought him to be a slave. This class divide then flips when it turns out 

 
63 Ovid, Heroides V, in Heroides, trans. Grant Showerman, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2014), l l9-10, 58 (translation my own). 
64 Ovid, Heroides V, l 85-6, 64 (translation my own). 
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that Paris is the son of King Priam and Queen Hecuba, but even then Oenone claims to be 

great enough to not be a shameful match for a king.  

 Aphra Behn's translation differs from Ovid's original work and its many 

subsequent translations. In Behn's version, Oenone still complains of Paris's 

abandonment for the great Helen. However, Behn erases the initial class divide that puts 

Paris below Oenone. Either because of her source material translation or because of her 

own interests, she erases the greatness of Oenone and casts her as a purely pastoral 

figure.  She writes Oenone to lament that she would not have fit into Paris's royal family, 

with lines such as: "[My heart] might some humble Shepherds Choice have been" or "The 

Gods be prais'd that I was humbly born" or even " Love is the only Dowry I can bring."65 

This editing sharpens the later class divide, espeically, when Paris is discovered to be a 

prince. Behn's alteration of Oenone's class increases the dramatic effect, that Oenone's 

abandonment is not just infidelity on Paris's part, but also the result of his pursuing 

greater political power. Behn diminishing Oenone's class also sharpens the contrast 

between Oenone and Helen. Behn heightens the pastoral themes in Oenone's character by 

contrasting her to Helen as queen, a move that does not work if they are both royalty.   

 Another moment Aphra Behn expands from Ovid's original is her adding a 

prolonged discussion of Helen's falsified rape. Rape in this instance carries the Ancient 

definition, the seizure of property. Helen as a married woman would mean that her 

husband, Menelaus, was the victim of a rape. However, Behn also elides this term with 

the sexual meaning, as she writes "Rape" and "Ravishment" as property descriptors 

 
65 Aphra Behn, A Paraphrase on Oenone to Paris, in The Works of Aphra Behn, Vol 1, ed. Janet Todd, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992, 2016), ll 233, 245, 305. All subsequent citations to this edition. 



 65 
 
 
 

following lines comparing Oenone's "spotless" virtue and Helen's "Love [that] has treated 

many a Guest."66 Behn's expansion on the rape, as well as this muddling between 

definitions, throws into confusion any solid definition of consent. The lines expanded 

read:  

With Theseus from her Country made Escape, 
Whilst she miscall'd the willing Flight, a Rape. 
So now from Atreus Son, with thee is fled, 
And still the Rape hides the Adult'rous Deed. 
And is it thus Great Ladies keep intire 
That Vertue they so boast, and you admire? 
Is this a Trick of Courts, can Ravishment 
Serve for a poor Evasion of Consent?67  

There is a doubling of examples of rape: first Helen calls a consensual escape with 

Theseus rape and then, as seen in the current incident, Helen calls the consensual escape 

with Paris a rape. It is in this discussion that Behn's decision to make Oenone a pastoral, 

lower class figure culminates. Here, Oenone defines herself and her rural virtue against 

the false rape of "Great Ladies." For Oenone, upper-class women evade consent, with 

their virtue being merely a "Trick of Courts." In other words, upper-class women can 

disguise their pursuit of adulterous or otherwise indecent pleasures by performing 

victimization. When Helen's pleasure with Paris runs out, she can mobilize the term rape 

in order to maintain her innocence in the affair. Oenone sees through this act, and 

attempts to awaken Paris to this reality, where he has chosen the performance of virtue 

over the pastoral reality.  

 Aphra Behn upholds the censure against Helen's performance of virtue, as 

opposed to her original compositions that imagine liberation in such a performance; 

 
66 Behn, Oenone to Paris, Works, Vol 1, ll 256, 261, 251, 253.  
67 Behn, Oenone to Paris, Works, Vol 1, ll 255-62. 
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perhaps this censure is because of the form of Oenone to Paris, as an imitation, or 

perhaps because of the inclusion of Oenone to Paris in an otherwise all male miscellany.  

In the second edition of Dryden's Ovid's Epistles, an additional translation of Oenone to 

Paris by John Cooper precedes Behn's imitation. There has been speculation that Behn 

may have used Cooper's translation to formulate her own, though there are differences 

between their translations that make this unlikely.68 For one, Cooper also retains 

Oenone's original status, with Oenone stating, for instance, "A scepter would not ill 

become this hand."69 Cooper also writes of the rape only, "Miscall not thus her ready 

flight a rape,/ Her wicked self contrived the wish'd escape."70 Ultimately, it is 

unimportant if Behn used Cooper's translation or not, as her creative choices remain her 

own. She did not borrow from Cooper the expansions she makes on Ovid's original. 

Instead, she revises Ovid to suit her own authorial interests. 

 Behn's Oenone to Paris is her first translation. Following that, she continues to 

translate French works. Though she is proficient in French, she continues to take liberties 

in her translation. Bill Overton points out that Behn always prefers loose paraphrase, 

even with the languages she knows that she translates.71 Though French does not carry 

the same cultural cache as Latin or Greek in Restoration England, the type of translation 

choices described by Dryden in his Ovid's Epistles Preface were not wholly unfamiliar to 

 
68 Janet Todd points out there is no specific evidence to support this claim in the headnote for Oenone to 
Paris, Works, Vol 1, 12. 
69 John Cooper's translation of Ovid, Oenone to Paris, in Ovid's Epistles, ed. John Dryden, (London: 1680), 
pp. 65.  
70 Oenone to Paris, Ovid's Epistles, trans. Cooper, 67. 
71 Bill Overton, "From French Verse to English: Behn's Version of Tallemant's Le Voyage De L'Isle 
D'Amour (1663)," Women's Writing, vol 22, 1, (2015): 56-68.  
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Behn. She turns to paraphrase and revisions throughout her career, both when translating 

and when borrowing from source texts for her original compositions.  

 Following Aphra Behn's experience imitating Oenone to Paris, Behn composes 

an original Ovidian love complaint from the point of view of Ovid himself, the 

understudied poem entitled "Ovid to Julia."72 Behn uses "Ovid to Julia" to write from the 

point of view of Ovid, embodying him and usurping his authorial power. Her writing 

from a male point of view in a love complaint mirrors Ovid's own writing from a female 

point of view for the love complaints in Heroides. Aphra Behn thus reclaims female 

authorship, even demonstrating that women, too, can ventriloquize men just the same as 

they impersonate female authorship. 

 In fact, the theme that could have drawn Behn to Oenone to Paris—of class 

distance separating lovers—is similarly explored in "Ovid to Julia," but to a different 

effect. In this poem, Ovid is the imagined lover of Julia the Younger, emperor Augustus's 

granddaughter.73 For instance, Ovid wonders, "And why 'twixt her and me, was there so 

vast a space?"74 That said, Ovid concedes, "And yet my haughty Soul cou'd ne'er have 

bow'd/ To any Beauty, of the common Crowd."75 Whereas Behn diminishes Oenone's 

 
72 The original was printed "By an Unknown Hand"; Aphra Behn, "Julia to Ovid," Miscellany, Being a 
Collection of Poems by several Hands. Together with Reflections on Morality, or Seneca Unmasqued, 
(London, 1685), 265. It was later published as "Bajazet to Gloriana" appeared in Poems on affairs of state 
from the time of Oliver Cromwell, to the abdication of K. James the Second. Written by the greatest wits of 
the age. Viz. Duke of Buckingham, Earl of Rochester, Lord Bu-------st, Sir John Denham, Andrew Marvell, 
Esq; Mr. Milton, Mr. Dryden, Mr. Sprat, Mr. Waller. Mr. Ayloffe, &c. With some miscellany poems by the 
same: most whereof never before printed. Now carefully examined with the originals, and published 
without any castration. (London, 1697). David Hopkins describes this poem as "biographical speculation 
with ventriloquized authorship in "Ovid," Oxford History of Classical Reception in English Literature, 
Volume 3: 1660-1790, ed. David Hopkins and Charles Martindale, Oxford, Oxford University Press, vol 3 
pp 199.  
73 As previously discussed in this dissertation, the false belief that Ovid had an extramarital affair with Julia 
the Younger was a popular theory in the eighteenth century. 
74 Behn, Works, Vol 1, l 8, 182. 
75 Behn, Works, Vol 1, ll 11-12, 182. 
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social standing, here she underscores Ovid's haughtiness. Ovid drives his own forbidden 

passion, allowing it to flourish. Oenone did not know Paris was royalty. In fact, she 

routinely brings the reader's attention back to the fact that she fell in love with Paris as a 

shepherd. Ovid, conversely, knew Julia was royalty and "drew his ruin on" intentionally 

due to his own arrogance.   

 Behn's character-Ovid also differs from Oenone in Oenone to Paris and other 

female writers of Ovidian love-complaints in his purpose of writing. Behn's imagined 

male author of a love complaint does not lament mistreatment. Instead, Ovid ruminates. 

For instance, the poem begins, "Fair Royal Maid, permit a Youth undone/ To tell you 

how he drew his Ruin on."76 Ovid immediately ensures the reader that his undoing is his 

own, that he "drew his Ruin on" himself. In fact, Ovid does not note any mistreatment or 

abandonment in the poem for Julia. Whereas the authors in the original Heroides are 

women writing to the men who betrayed them, Ovid writes as if the betrayal were wholly 

his own. This change in purpose may propose that men cannot be the recipients of the 

same types of mistreatments as women. It may even demonstrate that the mistreatment 

that catalyzes Ovidian love-complaints requires power. Even when women are in high 

social stations, like Julia, they are subject to the same power imbalance as any woman 

when it comes to a heterosexual partnership.  

 In all these references to Ovid—both in original works and in her translation of 

Oenone to Paris—Aphra Behn cultivates a reputation of being herself a female Ovid of 

Restoration England. The success of this reputation is mixed. On the one hand, she joins 

Ovid in being seen as having a mastery of the passions, as I will show in the 

 
76 Behn, Works, Vol 1, ll 1-2, 182.  
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commendatory verses aligning her with Ovid. On the other hand, when British literary 

tastes change, her work accompanies Ovidian eroticism in becoming increasingly 

unpopular, if not actively scorned.  

 

2.3 Aphra Behn, Female Ovid 

 During Aphra Behn's lifetime, the effect of her association with Ovid throughout 

her works is best seen in commendatory poems prefixed to her published works. In these 

poems she is repeatedly aligned with Ovid, securing her position as a female inheritor of 

Ovidian eroticism. As she writes references to Ovid as well as Ovidian eroticism into her 

original works, these commendatory poems show a success of Behn's chosen association.  

 For instance, an anonymously authored commendatory poem that opens Aphra 

Behn's (1640-1689) Poems Upon Several Occasions (1684) imagines Behn and Ovid 

living together in Ancient Rome. The commendatory verse reads: 

Had she there liv'd, and he her Genius known, 
So soft, so charming, and so like his own, 
One of his Works had unattempted been, 
And Ovid ne'er in mournfull Verse been seen; 
Then the great Caesar to the Scythian plain, 
From Rome's gay Court had banish'd him in vain, 
Her plenteous Muse had all his wants supplied, 
and he had onely listened to her Song, 
Not as an exile, but proscrib'd by choice, 
Pleas'd with her Form, and ravish'd with her voice. 
His last and dearest part of Life, 
Free from noise and glorious strife, 
He there had spent within her softer Armes, 
And soon forgot the Royal Julia's charmes.77   

 
77 Aphra Behn, Poems Upon Several Occasions with, a voyage to the island of love, (London: Printed for R. 
Tonson and J. Tonson, 1684), xxii. 
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In their imagined shared existence, Ovid would be drawn to Aphra Behn, and their 

relationship would be both artistically and erotically motivated. Behn's artistic "Genius" 

is aligned with Ovid's in describing it as "So soft, so charming, and so like his own." 

What draws their poetry together is a shared attention to desire and love, especially erotic 

encounters outside of heterosexual marriage. The erotic alignment is described as Ovid 

having "all his wants supplied" with Behn, therefore sidestepping exile—which is 

rumored to be from a romantic entanglement with Julia the younger, granddaughter of 

emperor Augustus. Without this exile, Ovid would never have written his "mournfull 

Verse," meaning the union with Behn is less productive than reality. The artistic and 

erotic are really brought together in the poem's attention to Ovid as "Pleas'd with her 

Form, and ravish'd with her voice." Aphra Behn's form here may reference either poetic 

form or her womanly body, or of course both. That he is "ravish'd" with "her voice" 

likewise could mean her poetic voice or spoken voice. The word "ravish" in the 

Restoration primarily means, "to drag off or carry away (a woman) by force or with 

violence (occasionally also implying subsequent rape)."78 This poem imagines Ovid, not 

female Behn, the ravished party. Because of the way Aphra Behn writes eroticism, so like 

(but to the anonymous poet surpassing) Ovidian eroticism, her writing allows for gender 

inversions of erotic power. In other words, Behn writes her way into being the ravisher of 

the writer famed for ravishments.  

 The introductory commendatory poem, "To the Divine Astrea, on Her Môntre" 

(1686) further demonstrates the alignment of Behn and Ovid. This poem is attached to 

another of Aphra Behn's translations, entitled La Montre: or, the Lover's Watch (1686). 

 
78 Oxford English Dictionary, “ravish (v.),” September 2025, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1178009917. 



 71 
 
 
 

The poem is signed by a G.J. (presumably George Jenkins who wrote a second 

commendatory poem). In it, they write of Behn's Lover's Watch:  

Such Nature in the Truths of Love thou'st shew'd, 
As the All-loving Ovid never cou'd. 
The Rules so soft, so modest, and so right, 
The list'ning Youths will follow with Delight: 
To thy blest Name will all their Homage pay, 
Who taught 'em how to love the noblest Way.79 

The lines first point to Behn's superiority over Ovid in getting to "Nature in the Truths of 

Love." Though Ovid is described as "All-loving", this poem places Behn as beyond that 

descriptor. Then, the poem turns to language such as "Rules" and "taught" in order to 

draw together Behn's translation with Ovid's The Art of Love. In The Art of Love there is a 

praeceptor narrator who teaches love to his reader. The poem then uses that language to 

describe Behn's work. Behn is able to get "list'ning Youths" to, not just follow these 

lessons, but enjoy them. The poem states that Behn will teach love in "the noblest Way." 

Aphra Behn therefore surpasses Ovid as author and as praeceptor, or instructor. 

 Even in verse following Behn's death, Behn is remembered in connection to Ovid. 

"An Elegy Upon the Death of Mrs A Behn; The Incomparable Astrea" (1689) by a 

Young Lady of Quality tells "Amorous Lovers" that Aphra Behn's "Care was most for 

you." Part of Behn's care was to unravel the mysteries of love, and in this she is said to 

surpass Ovid, as the final stanza closes, "For still she gave to Sacred Love its due,/ 

Reveal'd more Mysteries than Ovid knew."80 In this couplet, Behn's revealing "more 

Mysteries than Ovid knew" shows that whether due to her more modern time of writing 

 
79 G.J., "To The Divine Astrea, on her Môntre," in Aphra Behn's La Montre, or, the Lover's Watch, 
(London: 1686), ix.  
80 Young Lady of Quality, "An Elegy Upon the Death of Mrs A Behn; The Incomparable Astrea," (London: 
1689).  
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or her gender she surpasses Ovid in even what is knowable. As this commendatory verse 

focuses on Behn's gender in earlier stanzas, it is indeed likely that the mysteries Behn 

reveals that are unknowable to Ovid are those that come with being female. Ovid, in fact, 

famously writes from the point of view of women, so he demonstrates an interest in 

female perspective. And Behn, to the above poet, in embodying a female perspective 

surpasses Ovid in such mysteries of love.  

 Across these examples of commendatory verse, it is not just Behn and Ovid's 

amatory works being compared, but also a fictionalized lived experience. These poems 

demonstrate something that is true of both Ovid and Aphra Behn: that their amatory 

writings were amplified by their biography, whether real or perceived. It is also true of 

both authors that they cultivated this reputation themselves: with Ovid writing himself 

into Amores as a character having an extramarital affair and with Behn cultivating a 

literary relationship with Ovid. Behn's success in the latter is seen in the above 

commendatory verses, with her imagined sometimes as Ovid's lover and sometimes as 

usurping his authorial identity. However, Behn's success means that she is eventually 

seen as not virtuous, and therefore her literary works begin to face a diminishing 

alongside her reputation.  

 

2.4 The Fading of Female Ovidian Eroticism 

 The alignment of Aphra Behn and Ovid, as well as her inversions and liberations 

of the Ovidian love motif, are not always viewed as literary achievement, even within her 

own lifetime. Critiques of Behn's amatory works and salacious personal reputation 

(whether true or fictionalized) are the object of satire as early as 1685 in Matthew Prior's 
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"A Satyr on the Modern Translators." This poem is about authors who "[Atone] for bad 

Plays, with worse Translations."81 Prior turns his sights to Behn's translation in Ovid's 

Epistles. Prior begins by using Behn as an insult to his larger subject, Dryden, in writing, 

"...he may know what Roman Authors mean,/ No more than does our blind Translatress 

Behn."82 Behn is called blind as she does not know Latin therefore translates blindly. 

Prior continues in saying, "The Female Wit, who next convicted stands,/ Not for abusing 

Ovid's Verse but Sand's."83 That is to say, Behn is standing accused as a translation of the 

English translation of Sandys (who did not actually translate Heroides but 

Metamorphoses in 1626). Prior writes of Behn: 

She might have learn'd from the ill borrow'd Grace, 
 (Which little helps the ruine of her Face) 
That Wit, like Beauty, triumphs o're the Heart, 
When more of Nature's seen and less of Art.84 

Understanding Prior's argument against Behn here requires referencing Dryden's preface 

to Ovid's Epistles. Dryden praises Ovid's style of depicting "lower" characters, citing 

Oenone and Hero. Dryden writes, "where the characters were lower... [Ovid] has kept 

close to nature." Extending Prior's argument to Behn, then, is complicated. On one hand, 

it's still a larger joke against Dryden—that someone like Behn who (like Oenone) is 

"lower," therefore closer to "Nature," is ultimately triumphing over the heart more than 

someone like Dryden who uses "Art" in his translation. On the other hand, there are still a 

few invectives against Behn. One is that she is not selective enough and learning poor 

 
81 Matthew Prior, "A Satyr on the Modern Translators," The Literary Works of Matthew Prior, Vol 1 
(Second Edition), ed. H. Bunker Wright and Monroe K Spears, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
originally published 1973, published 2013), pp 19, l 12. 
82 Prior, "A Satyr on the Modern Translators," ll 77-79.  
83 Prior, "A Satyr on the Modern Translators," ll 79-80. 
84 Prior, "A Satyr on the Modern Translators," ll 81-4. 
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lessons from "ill borrow'd" writing (such as from Sandys and Dryden). The other is that 

this type of learning and wit in general does not bolster a woman's ultimate commodity: 

her face (and in fact ruins her face). And of course, Prior implies that Behn, like Oenone, 

is indeed lower class and therefore closer to nature. This being "lower" is perhaps not a 

bad thing on its own, if not for these male author's own positioning as being high enough 

of a class (and artful) to make comments about the lowly Behn/Oenone.  

 Prior then turns to Behn's translation and person in saying: 

Nor strive in Ovid's Letters to have shown, 
As much of Skill, as Lewdness in her own: 
Then let her from the next inconstant Lover, 
Take a new Copy for a second Rover: 
Describe the cunning of a Jilting Whore, 
From the ill Arts her self has us'd before; 
Thus let her write, but Paraphrase no more.85   

Prior in these four lines critique Behn's epistle in Dryden's collection as being too near 

the "Skill" and "Lewdness" of "her own" letters. His reference of letters may mean a 

manuscript copy of Love-letters between a Nobleman and his Sister, which was published 

much later in 1696, or Behn's actual letters that may have been circulating somehow at 

that time. Prior finishes this stanza pointedly turning towards Behn's biography and 

turning further from the matter at hand: her translation work. He writes that Behn should 

from her "next inconstant Lover" pattern another Rover, her 1677 play (which was itself 

taken largely from a Killigrew play Thomaso). The idea that Behn will have a "next 

inconstant Lover" suggests that there had been earlier ones. Prior suggests that Behn then 

uses this embarrassing and promiscuous number of life experiences to write her bawdy 

original works.  

 
85 Prior, "A Satyr on the Modern Translators," ll 85-91. 
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 John Dryden inadvertently describes a growing gender difference between their 

reputations as the century wears on. In a 1699 letter to Elizabeth Thomas (1675-1731) he 

instructs the female poet to be: 

always avoiding (as I know you will,) the licence which Mrs Behn 
allow’d her self, of writeing loosely, and giveing, if I may have 
leave to say so, some scandall to the modesty of her sex. I confess, 
I am the last man who ought, in justice, to arraign her, who have 
been my self too much a libertine in most of my poems; which I 
shou’d be well contented I had time either to purge, or to see them 
fairly burn’d. But this I need not say to you, who are too well born, 
and too well principled, to fall into that mire.86 

He warns Thomas to avoid writing "loosely" as Behn has done, which seems an 

indictment on Behn's amatory writing with its explicit description of sexuality, 

particularly focused on female pleasure. This is especially the case as he follows such an 

indictment on Aphra Behn by condemning himself too for being "too much a libertine" in 

his own poetry. And yet, Dryden believes his own literary reputation will recover. He 

believes he must "purge" or burn his own libertine works; however, there is an implicit 

assumption that he has an oeuvre that still stands when the libertine texts are taken out of 

circulation, unlike Behn. Dryden also distinguishes Thomas's class status as being above 

Behn, saying that she is "too well born" and "too well principled" implies that Behn is 

neither. Behn wrote for money whereas Thomas will be superior if she writes "only for 

[her] diversion." As Behn was the first woman to write professionally, Dryden clearly 

sees this small window of opportunity for women writers as needing to be shut. No 

matter that Dryden earned an income from his own writing.  

 
86 John Dryden, The Works of John Dryden, now First Collected in 18 Volumes, Vol 18, Letter XLII Nov 
1699. John Dryden, The Works of John Dryden: Now First Collected in Eighteen Volumes: Illustrated with 
Notes, Historical, Critical, and Explanatory, and a Life of the Author, ed. Sir Walter Scott, (London: 
Printed for William Miller, 1808). 
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 As the eroticism seen in Aphra Behn's works began to wane in popularity, so to 

did the types of inversions of gender and sexual power she helped to popularize. To 

demonstrate how another eighteenth-century British female author writing in the mid-

century used Ovid along more traditional lines, I turn to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. 

Whereas Behn rewrites and revises the Ovidian love motif to enable sexual play for 

women, Montagu returns to and reinforces the male pleasure forward model of the 

original Ovid. 

 As a counter to Aphra Behn's female-forward Ovidian eroticism, Lady Mary 

Wortley Montagu's insertions of Ovid are more closely aligned with Ovid's own 

representation between the sexes. The first important difference between Behn and 

Montagu is Montagu's Latin fluency. In correspondence with Joseph Spence, Montagu 

explained an early connection to Ovid: "When I was young I was a vast admirer of Ovid's 

Metamorphoses, and that was one of the chief reasons that set me upon the thoughts of 

stealing the Latin language... I used to study five or six hours a day for two years in my 

father's library, and so got that language whilst everybody else thought I was reading 

nothing but novels and romances."87 Monatgu describes her autodidactic learning of 

Latin as "stealing" the language, evoking girls' and women’s lack of access to the 

language. She also notes that she is only able to spend five to six hours in her father's 

library if "everybody else" believes her to be reading female-coded literature, "novels and 

romances." It is not that these texts are morally virtuous, in fact, they are very much not 

considered appropriate reading material for young women. However, the novel's 

reputation as frivolous, addictive reading is the perfect cover for Montagu "stealing" 

 
87 Joseph Spence, Observations, Anecdotes, and Characters of Book and Men, Vol 1, (London, 1731), 303. 
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Latin. By 1739, Montagu owned at least six translations of Ovid, in both French and 

English.88 

 Montagu's early love for Ovid does not end at learning to read Metamorphoses in 

original. Mirroring aristocratic boys' formal education—which begins with translation 

and ends with imitation—one of Montagu's first original literary works is an imitation of 

an Ovidian love-complaint. Montagu titles the poem "Julia to Ovid, Wrote at 12 Years of 

Age in Imitation of Ovid's Epistles" (written 1701-2, printed 1803).89 Montagu's 

inclusion of her own age at the moment of composition in the title signals her early Latin 

learning as a key feature of the poem. Latin grammar is commonplace to boys at age 12, 

and Montagu's title shows that she "steals" the entire experience, putting herself on the 

same learning schedule as her noble male counterparts. That she is already in the 

imitation stage by twelve makes her, in fact, more advanced than some male students. In 

any case, between sharing her anecdote about "stealing" Latin at twelve and with 

including her pre-adolescent age in the title of her Ovidian love-complaint imitation, 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu clearly attaches an early affinity to Ovid to her own foray 

into literary arts.   

 Ovidian love complaints are a favorite genre of Montagu's. Her juvenile poem, 

"Julia to Ovid," joins later poems such as "Epistle from Mrs. Y—," "Epistle from Arthur 

G[ra]y to Mrs M[urra]y," and "Miss Cooper to—" in 1723.90 Numerous other poems 

feature or reference Ovid, such as "Wrote in Answer to a Letter in Verse sent me by Mr. 

 
88 Isobel Grundy, “Ovid and Eighteenth-Century Divorce: An Unpublished Poem by Lady Mary Wortley 
Montagu,” Review of English Studies 23, no. 92 (1972): 420–32; Grundy is quoting Wharncliffe MS 135. 
89 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, Essays and Poems and Simplicity, a Comedy, ed. Robert Halsband and 
Isobel Grundy, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977), pp 176. All subsequent citations to this edition.  
90 Montagu, Essays and Poems, 229. 
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H. after having met Miss S. and me accidentally on the road and carry'd us to his Country 

House: He compar'd us to Venus and Pallas" was written between 1721-5 mentions Ovid 

and references the Metamorphoses story of Arachne. Her poem written after 1752, "Lady 

Mary Wortley to Mr Cavendish on his first Addresses" quotes Congreve's translation of 

Ovid's The Art of Love. In 1733 Montagu wrote "An Elegy to A Young Lady, In the 

Manner of Ovid. With an Answer: By a Lady, Author of the Verses to the Imitator of 

Horace, 1733." This list is not comprehensive but shows how important of a reference 

Ovid continues to be throughout Montagu's writing career. 

 Returning to Montagu's first Ovidian love complaint, "Julia to Ovid," Montagu 

writes from the point of view of Julia—granddaughter of Rome's Emperor Augustus—to 

Ovid himself during his time in exile. As seen in Aphra Behn's Ovidian love complaint 

featuring Ovid, the rumored affair between Ovid and Julia is a key feature of the poem. 

By the time of Montagu's writing there remained only a small tradition of writing "Julia 

to Ovid" love-complaints.91 The young Montagu may have had in mind Aphra Behn, 

then, and her 1685 "Ovid to Julia." If Montagu did have Behn in mind, her reversing the 

fictionalized authorship back to the female Julia puts her and Behn into a direct 

conversation, with Behn writing as Ovid and Montagu responding as Julia.  

 
91 See Séverine Clément-Tarantino's "The Letters from Julia to Ovid, by Charlotte Antoinette de Bressey, 
Marquise of Lezay-Marnésia" in Ovid in French: Reception by Women from the Renaissance to the Present 
ed. Helena Taylor and Fiona Cox, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023) for a discussion on Charlotte 
Antoinette de Bressey, marquise de Lezay-Marnésia (1707–85), who authored Lettres de Julie à Ovide 
printed in 1753. de Bressey's Julia addresses the claims about her infidelity in these prose letters. Other 
such "Julia to Ovid" letters are printed in French following de Bressey's print publication, after Montagu's 
manuscript "Julia to Ovid." In Eighteenth-Century Collections Online, the first result for a "Julia to Ovid" 
is in Poems on Several Occasions by James Eyre Weekes in 1743, meaning Montagu could not have had 
any printed tradition in mind during her own composition. A manuscript tradition would need to be 
researched further.  
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 Montagu references additional Ovid texts within "Julia to Ovid," making it a 

bricolage of Ovid's works.  As mentioned by Montagu in her title, the poem takes the 

form of epistolary love complaint, such as those in Ovid's Heroides. It then combines 

biographical details, whether real or fictionalized, and references Ars Amatoria and 

Amores. Before some lost lines, Julia wishes that "Some God will soften my Hard 

Father's Breast/ And work a Miracle to make thee blest."92 The experience described here 

reflects a common experience in Metamorphoses, so that, though not explicitly present in 

the retained lines of the poem, Metamorphoses feels present as well. By the third line of 

this poem, Julia laments that being "great" with "Love or Power" means she is "Enslav'd 

by Titles, and by Forms confin'd."93 This confining of forms lies in ironic contrast with 

Julia's beloved Ovid, who notoriously sets forms free in Metamorphoses. For instance, 

the opening of Metamorphoses reads "In nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas 

corpora" or "my mind is bent to tell of bodies changed into new forms."94 Montagu's 

Julia only wishes that Ovid could "work a Miracle" or perform a metamorphosis, that 

allows her to escape the titles and forms that confine her. In such, she is incapable of 

setting herself free.  

 Montagu's "Julia to Ovid" is similar to Behn's "Ovid to Julia" in that both explore 

a class divide separating lovers and both divest from the original purpose of a love 

complaint, lamenting wrongdoing. In Montagu's poem, Julia, the writer, is of the higher 

class and she mourns for Ovid sent into exile by her grandfather. Montagu's Julia also 

 
92 Montagu, "Julia to Ovid," Essays and Poems, ll 30-1 
93 Montagu, "Julia to Ovid," Essays and Poems, l 3 
94 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Frank Justus Miller, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), Liber I, 
ll 1-2, Translation by Miller.  
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anticipates that when Ovid returns, he will blame Julia for his exile, and therefore she 

foresees Ovid falling out of love. Montagu's Julia, then, imagines a future need for 

lamentation. There is one striking contrast between Montagu's "Julia to Ovid" and Behn's 

use of Ovidian eroticism. Unlike Behn, who inverts and manipulates the Ovidian love 

motif to focus on female pleasure, Montagu uses "Julia to Ovid" to validate the 

traditional Ovidian love motif, the version that benefits male sexually predatory 

behaviors. The fourth stanza describes Ovidian love broadly. In a direct allusion to Ovid's 

work, the stanza begins: 

Oh Love, thou Pleasure never dearly bought,  
Whose Joys exceed the very Lover's thought! 
Of that soft Passion when you teach the Art 
In gentle Sounds it steals into the Heart.95 

Here Montagu writes a direct allusion to Ovid, as his praeceptor teaches in The Art of 

Love. As previously discussed, The Art of Love is Ovid's work where the Ovidian love 

motif—with men as hunters and women as prey—is most on display. However, Montagu 

describes this model as one of "soft Passion" and as "gentle." Ovid's The Art of Love first 

defines this 'gentle' art as inherently ungentle. Ovid likens love to "warfare", describing 

the reader of The Art of Love as "Qui nova nunc primum miles in arma venis" or "you 

who now for the first time come as a soldier in the new war."96 To Ovid, love is by 

definition not gentle and in fact is inherently violent. Montagu softens this language and, 

in so doing, either intentionally or inadvertently downplays the violent rape built into the 

Ovidian love motif.  

 
95 Montagu, "Julia to Ovid," Essays and Poems, ll 17-20. 
96 Ovid, Ars Amatoria, with trans. by J.H. Mozley, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979, 2014), 
Liber I, ll 35-6. Translation my own.  
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 In another example, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's "Epistle from Mrs. Y— to her 

Husband. 1724" transforms real, current events into an Ovidian love-complaint. The 

occasion of this poem was the separation of Mary and William Yonge.97 William Yonge 

was a notorious libertine and had many affairs during his marriage to and separation with 

Mary. And yet, when William learned of Mary entering a romantic relationship during 

their separation, he sued her for divorce and won. In one of the more problematic 

proceedings, Mary Yonge's love-letters were read out loud to the House of Lords during a 

public hearing. The result of the case was that William Yonge recovered damages from 

Mary's lover on June 30, 1724. The king consented to the divorce in December of that 

year, and William Yonge was awarded most of Mary's fortune.  

 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's poem in response to this public separation begins: 

Too, too severely Laws of Honour bind 
The Weak Submissive Sex of Woman-kind. 
If sighs have gain'd or force compell'd our Hand, 
Deceiv'd by Art, or urg'd by stern Command, 
What ever Motive binds the fatal Tye, 
The Judging World expects our Constancy.98  

In these above lines in Yonge, Montagu describes the sexual tricks of the gods that 

frequently appear in Ovid's works: where women who are not claimed sexually by force 

are tricked into it by fraud (often with force still being employed after fraud).99 Montagu 

articulates this force or fraud conundrum and applies it to marriage, in writing, "If sights 

have gain'd or force compell'd our Hand,/ Deceiv'd by Art, or urg'd by stern 

 
97 See the headnote for Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, "Epistle from Mrs. Y[onge] to her Husband," Essays 
and Poems, pp 230.  
98 Montagu, "Epistle from Mrs. Y[onge] to her Husband," Essays and Poems, ll 9-14.  
99 For more on the force or fraud paradigm, see Toni Bowers, Force or Fraud: British Seduction Stories 
and the Problem of Resistance, 1660-1760, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2011). Though this phrase 
came via Catullus, it is a motif heavily present in Ovid's works as well as discussed in introduction.  
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Command."100 Montagu critiques the expectation that women are censured for 

inconstancy when men are employing force or fraud. The application of the force or fraud 

paradigm to marriage, extending it past its usual application to rape does allow for a more 

capacious understanding of consent. Montagu encourages her reader to question if a 

woman can consent within the system of marriage. However, she also diminishes what 

"force" is, both in calling it a "stern Command" and in another Ovidian love complaint 

she writes in response to real current events, "Epistle from Arthur G[ra]y to Mrs 

M[urra]y."  

 In "Epistle from Arthur G[ra]y to Mrs M[urra]y" written Oct-Dec 1721, printed 

1747, Lady Mary transforms the legal prosecution of a rape into an Ovidian love 

complaint. This poem is one of two Montagu writes regarding the trial involving Griselda 

Murray and her family's footman, Arthur Gray. The Old Bailey trial account, published 

December 6th, 1721 states that Gray "was indicted for Burglary, in breaking and entring 

the House of George Baillie Esq in Great Marlborough-street, in the Night time, with an 

intent to Ravish and Carnally know Grizel the Wife of Alexander Murray against her 

will."101 The trial account proceeds:  

Mrs. Murray deposed that on the 14th of October about 4 in the 
Morning the Prisoner enter'd her Room, in the House of George 
Baillie Esq; with a Pistol in one Hand, and a naked Sword in the 
other, telling her that there being such a vast disparity in their 
Fortunes, he had no hopes of succeeding any other way, and 
therefore was fully resolv'd to ravish or kill her, that she us'd what 
entreaties she could to dissuade him from his design, but he still 
persisting, laid the Sword on the Bolster, and endeavour'd to pull 
down the Bed Cloaths; that she beg'd him to delay till she had 

 
100 Montagu, "Epistle from Mrs. Y[onge] to her Husband," Essays and Poems, ll 11-12. 
101 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 9.0) December 1721. Trial of Arthur 
Gray (t17211206-10). Available at: https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/record/t17211206-
10?text=Murray (Accessed: 19th November 2025). 
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spoke to him further, asking him it nothing would prevail with him 
to desist, that he answer'd he had already ventur'd his Life for her 
sake, and therefore was resolv'd to pursue his design, be the 
consequence what it would, adding that all the Family was a sleep 
and if she made a noise he'd shoot her with the Pistol. That he then 
offering again to take off the Bed-Cloaths, she pusht him against 
the Wall, wrench'd the Pistol out of his Hand, and with her other 
Hand rung the Bell, upon which he ran out and she followed him to 
the Door and cry'd Murder, which rais'd the Family: that he was in 
her Chamber 3 quarters of an Hour. 

The unromanticized account tells a gruesome story, a violent account of attempted rape 

that Griselda Murray, a family friend of Montagu, only narrowly avoids. The trial 

account continues to describe two confessions on Grey's part before he is found guilty of 

the indictment and sentenced to death. Given this account, with its straightforward 

description of violent assault, it is remarkable that Montagu finds space for poetic 

rendering, especially in casting Gray as "a romantic Ovidian suitor."102 In "Epistle from 

Mrs. Y—," Montagu herself defines the imagined author of an Ovidian love complaint. 

She writes, "Th'Oppress'd and Injur'd allways may complain," which is the exact 

positioning of the female author in the genre of the Ovidian love complaint. That 

Montagu then makes Gray the fictionalized-author of "Epistle from Gray" shows how she 

problematically positions the almost-rapist as the "Oppress'd and Injur'd."103 

 Ovid's Metamorphoses is a way of understanding rape for Montagu—and even, 

unfortunately, for romanticizing it. For instance, in "Epistle from Gray," Ovid's 

Metamorphoses comes to mind in the poetic rendering of the actual rape. The poem 

describes Gray entering Murray's bedchamber following the morning bell for service and 

sees her in dishabille. The poem then lingers on her image in bed for several lines before 

 
102 Montagu, "Epistle from Arthur G[ra]y to Mrs M[urra]y," Essays and Poems, 221 
103 Montagu, "Epistle from Mrs. Y[onge] to her Husband 1724," Essays and Poems ll 8  
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Gray's justification: "I fix'd my Eyes upon that heaving Breast/ And hardly, hardly, I 

forbore the rest."104 These lines draw upon Stephen Hervey's translation of "Jupiter and 

Europa from the Fourth Book of the Ovid Metamorphoses" in the 1694 Annual 

Miscellany. Jupiter, after watching Europa from his celestial seat, enters Europa's 

presence in the form of a bull. He describes eating flowers from her hand and kissing her 

in a way described as "melting," kisses that "might the Mistress warm" had he been "in a 

human Form."105 These lines then follow: "Impetuous Fires now struggled in his Breast,/ 

And hardly, hardly he forbore the rest." By altering the first line, Montagu changes what 

is being forborne. For Hervey's Jove, the violent fire of desire, inflamed in Jove's chest by 

this one-sided lover's kiss, means that Jove can "hardly" forebear "the rest." Jove barely 

clings to the internal forces keeping him within control that cause him to not physically 

act upon his desire until he judges the time he can most easily get away with it. Gray, 

however, describes the action of looking. It is more difficult to know what "the rest" is 

and what the fictionalized Gray forbears.  

 In both cases, the repeated "hardly" prolongs the waiting period before what the 

rapists judge as inevitable, even though Gray fails. This stumbling creates an emotional 

appeal; that in both cases the male rapists are so overwhelmed with desire that it is 

difficult to forbear, and yet they do for a while. The effect asks us to sympathize with the 

rapists. It is as if they have tried to delay their own actions; repeating the word in the line 

restarts the thoughts in the line before ultimately moving forward. Ultimately, it is this 

 
104 Montagu, "Epistle from Arthur G[ra]y to Mrs M[urra]y," Essays and Poems, ll 82-3 
105 Ovid, "Jupiter and Europa: From the Fourth Book of Ovid Metamorphosis," Translated by Stephen 
Hervey, in The Annual miscellany, for the year 1694: being the fourth part of Miscellany poems: 
containing great variety of new translations and original copies, (London: Printed for J. Tonson, 1694), 
257. 
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same overwhelming desire that makes language fail and fuels the decision to act upon 

that desire. Both Hervey and Montagu ultimately sidestep the actual rape. For Hervey, 

Jupiter as the bull is mounted by Europa and walks them towards the sea, with the final 

couplet reading "And now no longer could his Joy delay/ Plung'd in the deep, and bore 

the trembling prize away."106 Montagu uses the public court proceedings to fill in the 

gaps of her own poetic works, with the poem proceeding from the above line, "Eager to 

Gaze, unsatisfy'd with sight,/ My Head grew giddy with the near Delight—/ Too well you 

know the fatal following Night."107 That readers of this work would "Too well" know that 

the poem gestures towards external non-literary sources, such as accounts in The Daily 

Post or The Weekly Journal or Saturday's Post.108  

 In two other poems, "The Lover" (probably written between 1721 and 1725, and 

printed in 1747) and "Apollo and Daphne" (written before 1739), Lady Mary Wortley 

Montagu re-tells infamous rapes in Ovid's Metamorphoses. To begin, Montagu's ballad 

"The Lover" alludes to the myths of Daphne and Arethusa. The ballad begins by imaging 

an ideal male lover. For instance, the third stanza describes this ideal man as "No pedant 

yet learned" and "To all my whole sex, obliging and Free,/ Yet never be fond of any but 

me."109 After building this ideal man, the poem turns inward, noting that the poetic 

speaker will wait "till this astonishing Creature I know/ As I long have liv'd Chaste I will 

keep my selfe so."110 This decision to live as "Chaste" alludes to how Daphne and 

 
106 Hervey, "Jupiter and Europa," 258 
107 Montagu, "Epistle from Arthur G[ra]y to Mrs M[urra]y," Essays and Poems, ll 84-6 
108 See Robert Halsband, "Virtue in Danger: The Case of Griselda Murray," History Today 17, (1967): 693-
700.  
109 Montagu, "The Lover," Essays and Poems, ll 17, 19-20. 
110 Montagu, "The Lover," Essays and Poems, ll 39-40. 
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Arethusa (among other female mythic characters in Ovid) begin their myths in 

Metamorphoses; Diana begs her father to remain unmarried, and Arethusa is part of 

Diana's train of virgins. The desire to live chaste in "The Lover" instead is temporary. 

The chastity is only a means to bide time until an "astonishing Creature" makes 

themselves known to the poetic speaker. This qualification undercuts Daphne's and 

Arethusa's desire to live as virgins. The poem instead suggests that chastity is merely the 

liminal time before marriage, where a woman awaits a man who meets her standards.  

 The final stanza of "The Lover" directly references the two metamorphoses of 

Daphne and Arethusa, both of whom attempted to evade overly amorous gods. The final 

four lines read: 

I loath the Lewd Rake, the dress'd Fopling despise, 
Before such persuers the nice Virgin flys, 
And as Ovid has sweetly in Parables told 
We harden like Trees, and like Rivers are cold.111  

Daphne, as discussed, becomes a laurel tree when pursued by Apollo. Arethusa becomes 

a sacred fountain when pursued by the river god Alpheus. Much like Daphne, Arethusa is 

chased and begs the gods for help when she is nearly caught. Arethusa is then provided 

cover by Diana, who creates a great fog around her through which Alpheus cannot see. 

However, as Alpheus circles the impenetrable cloud, Arethusa continues to feel trapped, 

with cold sweat pouring down her imprisoned limbs. While under such cover, Arethusa 

moves her foot and forms great puddles, dripping sweat until she descends entirely into 

liquid. Instead of a final escape, her new watery form allows Alpheus to relinquish his 

shape as a man and intermix with her as water. In response to this, Diana splits the earth 

 
111 Montagu, "The Lover," Essays and Poems, ll 44-48. 
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and Arethusa plunges through secret caverns, emerging in Ortygia, the sacred land to 

Diana.  

 When the final stanza of "The Lover" is taken as a whole, it transfers the myths of 

the Metamorphoses into a British societal context. Coquettes, Wits, Toasters, Songsters, 

Rakes, and Foplings become the trickster-like gods and nymphs that populate the 

Metamorphoses. While this elevates eighteenth-century British society to the level of 

Ancient myth, it also drags down the gods' power, instead appreciating the "nice 

[Virgins]" who "Before such persuers...flys." These virgins, like the poetic speaker, 

Molly, are better positioned as logical; they are able to point out satirically the 

shortcomings of the society and such rakes and foplings who are here being cast as, but 

also diminished as, gods. The satirical position of the women of "The Lover" casts them 

as above, as satire always creates a sort of distancing where the observer is set apart from, 

and more logical or morally attuned than the society they critique.112   

 However, "The Lover" is another instance of Ovid's rapes in Metamorphoses 

being softened in Montagu's poetry. The male pursuers are not inflamed with violent 

passion, as seen in Ovid's works, but instead are merely too ridiculous to be encouraged. 

The final line reads almost as if it is a threat: if rakes and fops pursue women above them 

in this way, they will "harden like Trees" and turn into cold rivers. Instead of 

metamorphoses being an escape or a punishment, as it so often is in Ovid's version, 

Montagu turns it into an ability. On the one hand, this revision allows for women to 

regain agency over their metamorphoses. On the other hand, the agency to self-transform 

 
112 For more on satire see Amanda Hiner and Elizabeth Tasker Davis, eds., British Women Satirists in the 
Long Eighteenth Century, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022); John Sitter, Arguments on 
Augustan Wit, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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diminishes the fact that such metamorphoses were the only means of escape sexual 

assault for theses female mythic characters. For both Daphne and Arethusa, their 

metamorphoses only allowed them to be more available to the men who pursued them: 

Apollo was able to take the transformed Daphne's branches to make his laurel crown and 

Alpheus used Arethusa's transformation into water to become water himself, mixing even 

closer than if they had both been in human form. These women did not will their 

transformations themselves, as Montagu's "The Lover" suggests they can, and the 

metamorphoses were not complete escapes after all. 

 Montagu's more conservative approach to Ovid is best on display in her other 

poem entitled, "Apollo and Daphne." In this poem, Montagu ventriloquizes Apollo 

chasing Daphne, who she calls "skittish."113 Apollo calls out to Daphne, telling her of his 

godly power, as well as his presiding over poetry and medicine. The poem then ends with 

an interjection from a poetic speaker noting: 

Had Apollo known Women, as well as I know 'em, 
He would not have talk'd of a potion or poem, 
But he had appear'd in O[xenden']s Shape, 
By my Soul little Daphne had suffer'd the Rape.114  

"Apollo and Daphne" first assumes that knowing women—or being aware of women's 

internal motivations to erotic desire—is a means to render rape into a consensual 

experience. The poem concludes that if Apollo had appeared as Sir George Oxenden 

Daphne would have "suffer'd the Rape." 115 This conclusion shows that Montagu sees 

 
113 Montagu, "Apollo and Daphne," Essays and Poems, l 2. 
114 Montagu, "Apollo and Daphne," Essays and Poems, ll 9-12.  
115 The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography entry for George Oxenden (Sir George Oxenden's father) 
describes his son in saying, Sir George was 'an extremely handsome' but profligate man, who served as MP 
for Sandwich (1720–54) and, successively, as a lord of the Admiralty (1725–7) and a Treasury lord (1727–
37). In May 1720 he married Elizabeth, the eldest daughter and coheir of Edmund Dunch, seduced his 
sister-in-law, Bell Dunch, and was thought to be the father of the third earl of Orford. See: Stuart Handley, 
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rape as a matter of perception rather than an act of violence. The act of rape does not 

change when Apollo is imagined to appear as Oxenden, but rather Daphne's interpretation 

of the encounter. The verb "suffer" does not denote enjoyment, but rather Daphne 

enduring the rape. In other words, what changes when Apollo appears as Oxenden is not 

the rape becoming consensual, but rather Daphne not transforming into a tree.  

 Montagu's use of Ovid to describe so many questionably consensual sexual 

encounters highlights that Ovid comes to her mind as a defining writer of rape. Montagu 

borrows Ovid's model of romanticizing the perspective of the rapist as well as Ovid's lack 

of interest in female consent. She does so by casting such stories into the form of an 

Ovidian love complaint, her first poetic language so to speak, as well as diminishing and 

satirizing the rapes within Ovid's works. Like Ovid, Montagu has no interest in whether 

the woman consents or not, and very little interest in female pleasure. Her time of 

writing, the 1720s until her death in 1762, highlights the cultural change that occurs, one 

where a female-forward Ovidian eroticism loses esteem.  

 This shift is best articulated in an 1821 letter within the biography of Sir Walter 

Scott. Scott's biographer, John Gibson Lockhart, reflects upon an experience with his 

grand-aunt involving Aphra Behn. Lockhart describes his grand-aunt, Mrs Keith of 

Ravelstone, being "very fond of reading, and enjoyed it to the last of her long life" and 

asks him if he had ever "seen Mrs Behn's novels."116 After he confesses that he has, Mrs. 

 
"Oxenden, George (bap. 1651, d. 1703), lawyer and politician." Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography. 23 Sep. 2004; Accessed 2 Mar. 2026. 
https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-
21051. 
116 John Gibson Lockhart, Memoirs of Sir Walter Scott, ed. J.G. Lockhart, Vol 3, (London: Macmillan and 
Co., 1900), 513. 
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Keith asks if he can "get her a sight of them."117 Lockhart states that while he can honor 

this request, he "did not think she would like either the manners, or the language, which 

approached too near that of Charles II.'s time to be quite proper reading."118 Afterwords, 

Mrs. Keith returns Aphra Behn's novels to Lockhart with a note that read:  

Take back your bonny Mrs Behn; and, if you will take my advice, 
put her in the fire, for I found it impossible to get through the very 
first novel. But is it not... a very odd thing that I, an old woman of 
eighty and upwards, sitting alone, feel myself ashamed to read a 
book which, sixty years ago, I have heard read aloud for the 
amusement of large circles, consisting of the first and most 
creditable society in London?119 

Lockhart's grandaunt articulates an important question about female sexuality and 

authorship, what happened as the eighteenth century bore on? Lockhart concludes that, 

"This, of course, was owing to the gradual improvement of the national taste and 

delicacy."120 However, Mrs. Keith's describes the experience of reading Aphra Behn as 

one that brings her shame, even when she is completely alone. Aphra Behn's works were 

overwhelmingly characterized by her female pleasure-oriented inversion of Ovidian 

eroticism. The shame that Mrs. Keith depicts, alongside Lockhart's chosen word of 

"delicacy", underscore that the articulated change is one surrounding the view of female 

sexuality rather than prose style choices.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

 
117 Lockhart, Memoirs, 513.  
118 Lockhart, Memoirs, 513. 
119 Lockhart, Memoirs, 513. 
120 Lockhart, Memoirs, 513. 
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 Ovid was famously described by the orator Quintilian as "nimium amator ingenii 

sui," or "too much a lover of his own wit."121 This wit characterized Ovid's work, and 

also allowed for Aphra Behn to write the gender inversions of the Ovidian love motif and 

Ovidian eroticism that she did. Had Ovid written in a tragic mode, Behn would not have 

had the wealth of material to enhance and augment in her own witty amorous works. It is 

no coincidence, then, that Aphra Behn also became known for her wit. For instance, 

Aphra Behn's gravestone in Westminster Abbey reads, "Here lies a Proof that Wit can 

never be Defence enough against Mortality." She departs from Ovid in that her wit is not 

misplaced. She writes in the register of Ovid's witty works, however when she does so it 

rarely clashes with a genre that should require gravity. Instead, Behn uses Ovid's 

characteristic wit to fully liberate the playful sexual moments she describes, allowing 

characters of all genders to participate in the amorous amusement.  

 Wit is not even defense enough against the mortality of a national literary taste 

that upholds wittiness. Montagu's writing demonstrates the change in the type of wittiness 

and rhetorical craft that was briefly open during Behn's time of writing. Montagu writes 

during a time of increasing preoccupation with female virtue, as I will show in the course 

of this dissertation. Montagu similarly writes her poetry in this witty register, but hers is 

much more consistent with the type of eroticism that upholds masculine power and 

control. The Ovidian eroticism within Montagu's work returns to Ovid's original model, 

which is not interested in playful female pleasure or even consent. 

 
121 Quintilian, The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian, Vol 4, trans. H.E. Butler, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1922), Liber X, 1. 88. Translation my own.  
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 Both Behn and Montagu write Ovidian forms that transform and are transformed 

by the types of eroticism they study. For better or worse, they embrace incorporating 

Ovidian eroticism into their own works in accordance with the culture in which they 

write.  
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3. Fixing Forms in the Poetry of Anne Finch, Lady of 
Winchelsea  
 

 Chapter One explores women writers embracing inserting Ovid into their own 

original writing. This chapter examines the converse. Anne Finch, Lady of Winchelsea 

(1661-1720) is a Restoration and early-eighteenth-century poetry and playwright who 

primarily published in manuscript. Across her poetry, she exhibits a preoccupation with 

stability that is most keenly observed when viewed in relation to Ovid. More specifically, 

she consistently conjures but ultimately rejects the possibility of metamorphosis. It has 

been noted of Finch that she was very careful about the "construction and protection" of 

her reputation, choosing to circulate her work in manuscript so as to control who 

accessed her writing.1 I build on this work as I argue Finch's preoccupation with stability, 

or what I call 'fixed form,' is part of how she curates her reputation. Anne Finch's fixed 

form is the manifestation in poetry of her preoccupation with stability in other parts of 

her life. It is constructed in part through a rejection of Ovid and Ovid's metamorphoses. 

 Anne Finch is interested in what I call a fixed form; Finch both transfixes shifting 

forms into an unchanging state and also fixes, or corrects, classic metamorphic figures 

into a preferred, stable form, either pre- or post-metamorphosis. Finch fixes forms that 

would be otherwise subject to metamorphosis and celebrates the fixity of forms when 

they are in a stable mode. I adapt this term from the word "form," or in Latin "forma, 

formae" as it relates to metamorphosis. For instance, the first line of Ovid's 

 
1 Gillian Wright, "The Birds and the Poet: Fable, Self-Representation and the Early Editing of Anne Finch's 
Poetry," The Review of English Studies, 64, no 264, (April 2013): 246-266, 247. Scholars additionally note 
Finch's use of shade as an example of her "strategic association with modesty" see, for instance, Jennifer 
Keith, "Anne Finch," in Oxford History of Poetry in English, Vol 6, (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 
Forthcoming.  
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Metamorphoses reads "in nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas corpora" or, as Dryden 

translates, "Of Bodies chang'd to various Forms I sing."2 In Samuel Johnson's dictionary, 

form is defined as "the external appearance of any thing; representation; shape" as well as 

"Being, as modified by a particular shape."3 The form, then, is both the external 

appearance and the "being" which is externalized by shape—"being" defined by Johnson 

as "Existence, opposed to nonentity."4 Metamorphosis is, in contrast, defined in the 

Oxford English Dictionary first as "the action or process of changing in form, shape, or 

substance; esp. transformation of supernatural means."5 If metamorphoses are one form 

becoming another, such as a person becoming a tree or bird, Finch instead conjures the 

possibility of metamorphosis only to veer away from the moment of transformation. 

Instead, she keeps individuals—whether people, animals, or plants—within their original 

form, therefore fixing form in its original shape.   

 Anne Finch's biography provides insight into why she may have been drawn to 

fixed forms over metamorphosizing forms. Anne Kingsmill was born in April 1661, right 

after the Restoration or the reestablishment of the Stuart line with the coronation of the 

formerly exiled Charles II.6 Five months following her birth, her father, Sir William 

Kingsmill, died, leaving a widow, Anne Haslewood, and three children. McGovern notes 

 
2 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Frank Justus Miller, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), Liber I, 
ll 1-2, Translation by Miller. Ovid, "The First Book of Ovid's Metamorphoses," trans. John Dryden in 
Poems on Various Occasions, (London: Printed for J. Tonson, 1701), 146. 
3 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, "form, n.s." 1773. Accessed 2026/01/09. 
https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/1773/form_ns.  
4 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, "being, n.s." 1773. Accessed 2026/01/09. 
https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/1773/being_ns. 
5 Oxford English Dictionary, “metamorphosis (n.),” December 2025, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/7374725284. 
6 Barbara McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry: A Critical Biography, (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1992), 8.  



 94 
 
 
 

that in his will Sir William "left the family estate to his son" and "set aside bequests of 

two thousand pounds and fifteen hundred pounds for Bridget and Anne respectively, to 

be paid with accrued interest when each married or turned twenty-one."7 The year after 

her father died, Anne's mother remarried Sir Thomas Ogle. Three short years following 

that, in 1664, Anne's mother died. In the years that followed Anne's maternal uncle and 

listed guardian, William Haselwood, alongside three other men brought a legal complaint 

against Anne's stepfather. This case was argued before Chancery on ten occasions from 

November 1664 to its settlement in May 1665. One of Finch's biographers, Barbara 

McGovern, notes that the "court entries suggest that the lengthy trial was nasty at times" 

and that Anne's stepfather, Ogle, "did not fare well."8 The court ultimately ruled in 

Haselwood and the four gentlemen’s favor. Anne's brother then went to live with 

Haslewood while Anne and her sister, Bridget, spent the following seven years with their 

paternal grandmother, Lady Kingsmill, in London. McGovern notes that the Kingsmill 

house overlooked the execution of a number of convicted regicides following the Civil 

War. Lady Kingsmill brought her own suit in the Court of Chancery against Sir William 

Haslewood to have money from the estate for Anne and Bridget's education and care. 

Lady Kingsmill did not win the trial. A year later she died. Anne and Bridget were 

perhaps already living with their uncle in Maidwell at this point, though the archives are 

unclear on when they began residing at Maidwell. Regardless, by eleven years old, young 

Anne had moved three times and been the subject of two Court of Chancery cases 

regarding her care.  

 
7 McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 9-19.  
8 McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 11.  
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 Both in the case of her early years and adult years, Anne Finch's life was 

characterized by near constant uprootings. Anne Finch wrote in the shadow of the 

Revolution of 1688, a fact that is described in saying, "her work cannot be understood 

outside of this event, especially as she repeatedly translates what she understood as 

cataclysm into other experiences."9 Born Anne Kingsmill, she served as Maid of Honour 

to Mary Beatrice of Modena, wife of James, Duke of York from 1682-1684. She likely 

met her husband, Heneage Finch, during this period as he served as Groom of the 

Bedchamber to James, Duke of York in 1683.10 Following the Revolution, Heneage was 

arrested for treason and Jacobitism in 1690. Anne Finch and her husband, Heneage Finch, 

refused to take the oath of allegiance to William and Mary alongside other nonjurors.11 

David Fairer writes that, "like Wyatt and Marvell, those other poets who had watched the 

maneuverings of state politics close at hand, Finch is sensitive to ideas of alteration and 

deception."12 Finch's sensitivity to alteration, perhaps even conflating alteration with 

deception, can be viewed through her poetic preoccupation with stability, rest, and 

retirement.  

 As a Jacobite, Finch is forced "to examine what has been lost and what remains" 

according to Jennifer Keith. Such a concern is at the heart of the concept of 

metamorphoses. In Ovid's Metamorphoses, readers are asked to consider what remains 

when forms change. Can a tree nod in consent to having its branches stripped? Can a 

 
9 Claudia Thomas Kairoff, Jennifer Keith, and Jean I. Marsden, "General Introduction," in Anne Finch, The 
Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, Vol 1, Early Manuscript Books, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), xlvii.  
10 McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 20-31.  
11 Kairoff, Keith, and Marsden, "General Introduction," Works of Anne Finch, xlvii; David Fairer, English 
Poetry of the Eighteenth Century, 1700-1789, (Harlow: Longman, 2002), 130-132.  
12 David Fairer, English Poetry of the Eighteenth Century, 131 
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heifer voice her complaints? The building up of all these various transformed animals and 

plants makes Ovid's landscape a storied one, where trees and cows are never just that. As 

with her early years, Finch spent the greater part of her adult life moving between homes. 

Finch's own landscape, the various residences in the town and the country, would be a 

storied one. From young Anne Kingsmill looking out of her grandmother's window to the 

site of the regicide executions to older Anne Finch inheriting the home of her husband's 

cousin—and one of her great literary supporters—the various upheavals both political 

and personal of her storied landscape would reflect the stories that make up her political 

convictions, her writing, her marriage: presumably the things that made her. Ovid's 

landscape was protean; the flora and fauna originating from other forms, always with the 

threat that they may change again. Finch's landscape, too, was protean; marked by 

political and personal upheavals. Finch, however, was stable in her convictions, never 

straying from her Jacobite leanings, for instance, and happily married. Finch looked onto 

her mutable world and wrote about stability.  

 Returning to her childhood, in Anne's father's original will he emphasized that an 

education should be provided for his daughters.13 Fathers' consideration for their 

daughters' educations was still rare, so this explicit stipulation in Anne's father's will is 

noteworthy. While there is very little archival evidence about how Anne's education 

proceeded from there, McGovern speculates that her education was similar to that of a 

neighboring family, the Ishams. McGovern notes, "given the close proximity of the 

Haslewood and Isham manors and the frequency with which their households shared 

activities, it is both possible and likely that Anne and her sister took lessons with the 

 
13 McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 9-19. 
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Isham girls at Lamport Hall."14 This education could have included Greek and Latin 

grammars, the Greek Testament, and Aesop's Fables among other studies.15 Finch, then, 

had a somewhat rare female education that may have included exposure to Ovid in 

original, without the necessity of printed translations.  

 In Anne Finch's life, she composed a great body of poetry but only produced one 

print publication, Miscellany Poems on Several Occasions (1713). Her manuscript 

collections include an octavo manuscript called the Northamptonshire manuscript 

(completed around 1690-91), her folio manuscript called the Folger manuscript 

(completed around 1701-02), and the Wellesley manuscript (compiled in the early 

1720s).16  

 Early British women authors who employ Ovid and the Ovidian love motif were 

subject to declining in cultural-literary importance as national tastes changed, as seen in 

Chapter One. In contrast, Charles Hinnant writes that "one might legitimately argue that 

Finch has always had a secure, if minor, place in the canon of English poetry."17 Jennifer 

Keith adds, "when the canon of eighteenth-century poetry largely excluded women 

writers, laboring-class writers, and writers of color, Finch nevertheless appeared, albeit in 

the margins, in most canonical accounts."18 Within the eighteenth-century, "The Spleen" 

circulated widely. As Pindaric odes fell out of favor, romanticists upheld Anne Finch and 

 
14 McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 17.  
15 According to a transcription of a letter from thirteen-year-old Thomas Isham found in McGovern's Anne 
Finch and Her Poetry, 17-8.  
16 Sharon Smith, "The Pleasures of Satire in the Fables of Anne Finch," British Women Satirists in the Long 
Eighteenth Century, ed. Amanda Hiner and Elizabeth Tasker Davis, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2022), 101-2.  
17 Charles H. Hinnant, The Poetry of Anne Finch: An Essay in Interpretation, (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 1994), 17.  
18 Jennifer Keith, "Anne Finch," Oxford History of Poetry in English 
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her nature poems as an exception to the writing of her time. Eventually, even modernist 

Virginia Woolf concedes that Finch would have been an excellent poet if she had not 

needed to be so angry.19 It is no coincidence that Anne Finch regularly shuns using Ovid, 

even in places one expects to find him referenced, whereas Behn and Montagu turns to 

him regularly as seen in Chapter One. I do not mean to suggest that using Ovid directly 

correlates with a loss of literary reputation, nor that rejecting Ovid's precepts means an 

eighteenth-century poet will hold an unwavering literary reputation throughout the 

century. Rather, Ovid's reputation as master of the passions aligns with a certain type of 

libertine sexuality that loses literary respect throughout the eighteenth-century. The 

endurance of Anne Finch therefore in part does correlate with her treatment of Ovid, who 

Finch uses extremely selectively. This chapter explores the various ways in which Finch 

curates and rejects what of Ovid is unsavory to her as a means to help construct her 

carefully crafted literary persona.  

 I will begin by elucidating examples of when Anne Finch focused on fixed forms, 

showing that she routinely features characters from Ovid's Metamorphoses but points to 

their stable form instead of their transformation. Additionally, Finch introduces scenarios 

in which a metamorphosis is anticipated, only to instead show a natural change, or even 

no change at all. In the few instances that Finch presents metamorphoses, she always 

does so with negative connotations, as seen in her poem "The Spleen." I will then argue 

 
19 The oft quoted line from Wordsworth preface marks Finch as exceptional within eighteenth-century 
poetry reads, "it is remarkable that, excepting the nocturnal Rêverie of Lady Winchilsea, and a passage or 
two in the Windsor Forest of Pope, the poetry of the period intervening between the publication of the 
Paradise Lost and the Seasons does not contain a single new image of external nature." "Essay, 
Supplementary to the Preface" in The Prose Works of William Wordsworth, edited by W.J.B. Owen and 
J.W. Smyser (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), Volume III, pages 73–107, p. 73. Virginia Woolf, A Room 
of One's Own, (London: Hogarth Press, 1929), 59. 
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that Finch's interest in the fable is another expression of her celebration of fixed forms. 

The moral of fables is predicated upon an animal remaining true to their interior 

attributes. Finally, I will focus on one poem, "A Nocturnal Rêverie" and its placement 

within her only print publication, Miscellany Poems (1713). "A Nocturnal Rêverie," the 

final poem in the book, re-establishes the natural order of the animal world represented in 

the preceding fables in that volume. In other words, "A Nocturnal Rêverie" returns the 

animals from her fables back to their status quo. The effect is to create a post-

metamorphosis landscape despite no metamorphosis occurring. The poem serves as a 

setting-right the world she created throughout the larger book. It is the ultimate argument 

against metamorphosis, and is only fitting that the nightingale, Philomel, is the reader's 

ambassador through the poetic world it conjures.  

 

3.1 Anne Finch's Fixing of Forms  

 Anne Finch does not ignore Ovid as a popular source of poetic inspiration, but 

instead stabilizes Ovid's transforming figures, or fixes their forms. Finch has two means 

of turning away from metamorphoses. One way is when Finch writes a scene that seems 

to promise a transformation but instead remains grounded in the rules of nature. The 

other is when she shows characters from Ovid's Metamorphoses but either pre- or post-

metamorphosis, shunning the display of the metamorphosis itself. Examples of Finch's 

poetry that turn away from metamorphosis in what I call 'negated metamorphoses,' are 

"Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower" and "Some occasional Reflections Digested (thô not 

with great regularity) into a Poem." Anne Finch's fixing forms before or after their 

metamorphoses are seen in poems such as "A Description of One of the Pieces of 
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Tapistry" in the figures of Arachne and Pallas, "Echo on Astrop Walk" in the figure of 

Echo, "An Invitation to Dafnis" in the figures of Baucis and Philemon, and in "A 

Nocturnal Rêverie" in the figure of Philomel (which will be expanded upon later in the 

chapter). This section concludes with a counter example, where Finch uses language 

alluding to Proteus to demonstrate the disorienting and negative register of 

metamorphoses. This use of metamorphosis, found in "The Spleen" further highlights the 

comfort of stability in Finch's poems where she fixes forms.  

 Anne Finch's "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower, full blown in January, and 

presented to me, by the Rt: Honble. the Countess of Ferrers, from Twittenham" (terminus 

a quo of composition is January 1716, terminus ad quem 1717 printed in Poems on 

Several Occasions) begins with the poet addressing a stock-July-flower, also known as a 

double-stock-flower or gilly flower, that is in full bloom in winter.20 "How is it," the poet 

asks, "in this Chilling time,/ When frosts, and snows the Season claim,/ This flow'ring 

Plant, is in its Prime, Which, of July assumest the Name?"21 This rhetorical question 

initiates the problem, the curiousness of a flower that has defied its naming. There is also 

a visual quandary presented: a vibrant flower standing out amongst the lifeless winter 

scenery. The double-stock-flower is described by a 1704 dictionary as having "divers 

Colours" and as "beginning to flower in April, they flourish in May, so continuing till the 

 
20 Anne Finch's poem "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower" was recently identified as being circulated in 
manuscript to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. See Jennifer Keith, "Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's Anne 
Finch," Studies in Philology, 119, no. 4 (2022): 729-755, 742. 
21 Anne Finch, "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower, Full Blown in January, and Presented to Me, by the Rt: 
Honble. the Countesse of Ferrers, from Twittenham," The Cambridge edition of the Works of Anne Finch, 
Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 2, Later Collections, Print and Manuscript, ed. Jennifer Keith with 
Claudia Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 228, ll 1-4. 
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nipping Frosts check their Pride."22 Their colors then not only stand in stark contrast to 

the white and gray winter surroundings, they are also defiant with unchecked pride.  

 The first stanza's posed question could remain purely rhetorical, except for 

poetry's ability to personify flora and fauna. For instance, the next stanza reads: 

But, since we Poets, speech bestow, 
And, Form what Dialougues we please, 
With Animals, or Shrubbs, that grow, 
And make them Answer Us, with ease.23  

Finch's active recognition of the poet's role in writing personification defangs the 

possibility of anything supernatural from the onset, that the voice of the flower will be 

artificially created. Ovid's Metamorphoses has been described as "personified 

abstractions" having sutured together a "literal form to a metaphorical one."24 And yet, 

Finch's meta-awareness of the poet performing the personification undercuts the literal 

form. To Finch, the personified object, in this case a flower, is always only metaphorical. 

The reader is never allowed the opportunity to express surprise at the gilly flower's ability 

to speak, instead Finch reminds us in this early stanza that it is merely the poet writing it 

so. The "them" and "Us" of the final line of the second stanza additionally separates 

personified objects from poetic speakers. Before performing the poetic work of 

personification, the speaker underscores the division of creator vs created, or nature vs 

art. These first two stanzas establish the bloom of the flower takes place out of turn, and 

the poem will go on to describe how this transformation occurred using the language of 

 
22 John Worlidge and Bailey Nathan, Dictionarium Rusticum & Urbanicum, or, A Dictionary of All Sorts of 
Country Affairs, Handicraft, Trading, and Merchandizing, (London: Printed for J. Nicholson, 1704), 
"STO." 
23 Anne Finch, "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 5-8 
24 Dunstan M. Lowe, "Personification Allegory in the "Aeneid" and Ovid's "Metamorphoses," Mnemosyne, 
Fourth Series, Vol 61, Fasc 3 (2008): pp 414-435, 415. 
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metamorphoses. And yet, despite the language of metamorphoses, the above stanzas 

perform the important work of neutering metamorphosis. Such a meta-literary 

interjection serves to make the reader doubly aware that they are reading a poetic work. 

The metamorphoses that will occurs in the ensuing stanzas, then, is always first and 

foremost a fictional rendering.  

 When asked thus why the stock-gilly-flower is in this early bloom, the flower 

begins to describe contact with the lovely Selena.25 The flower wishes for natural contact 

first: such as to be picked and placed in her hair or "Bosome, bare" or even for the wind 

to make it into "soft Parfumes" only "shed... round Her."26 This contact not being enough, 

the stock-gilly-flower wishes for "some transforming art" for "had [the flower] been flesh 

and blood,/ [it] should have told her all [its] heart."27 The flower presents an inversion on 

Ovid's typical pattern, where a person or nymph wishes to become flora or fauna, 

typically to escape dangerous sexual pursuit. Here, the flora yearns to be a person in 

amorous pursuit. In this instance, the stock-gilly-flower prays to the god Flora, much like 

a creature from Metamorphoses would pray to a god. And yet, the flower does not pray to 

be "Flesh and Blood"—as has already been identified as the means to win Selena's 

heart—the flower instead prays to "hasten [its] disclosing day," ultimately subverting 

readerly expectations. In other words, the July-flower wishes to bloom early to 

complement the beloved Selena, not become human as was the stated desire in the 

previous stanza. This choice ultimately backfires. Selena leaves for the Country and the 

 
25 The footnotes in The Works of Anne Finch notes this to be the Countess of Ferrers, Selina, née Finch 
(1681-1762), the daughter of George Finch who may have been related to Heneage Finch (484). 
26 Finch, "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower," The Works of Anne Finch, ll 36-7, 40. 
27 Finch, "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower," The Works of Anne Finch, 42-44 
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stock-gilly-flower is moved to Town, presumably to be a curiosity as an out of season 

bloom. If the flower's wish had not been granted, it may not have been removed. 

However, Selena also left their mutual space, and without the agency and ability to travel, 

the flower blooming or not cannot follow. Even in Anne Finch's more direct Ovidian 

comparisons, then, metamorphoses operate within the rules of the natural world and 

mediated by poetic voice. 

 What first appears impossible, a July flower blooming in Winter, is quickly 

discovered to be already part of the domestic literature of early modern England. Joseph 

Summers glosses "Reform the errors of the spring" and the subsequent lines as follows: 

"At first it seems, or perhaps would seem to a child, an almost possible command... But 

the thing which should be 'most' procured... is impossible for the human orderer even 

within his small area... Spring is full of errors; the decorative details suggest exactly how 

far nature fails to sustain human visions of propriety, delight, and immortality."28 Hugh 

Plat's Garden of Eden, An accurate description of all flowers and fruits now growing in 

England, takes as its premise that the unerring spring of paradise can be, and is already, 

reproduced in a home garden. Plat's readers learn how "to have Carnations all the 

winter"; how to make roses bloom early, late, or twice; how to 'preserve the life of a 

Carnation or Gilliflower... that is almost dead and withered"; and how to prevent flowers 

from surrendering to what may seem the inevitable effects of frost."29 Katie Kadue 

writes, "Granted a second life in the soil, a flower may cheat death yet again through the 

 
28 Joseph Summers, "Marvell's 'Nature,'" English Literary History, 20, no. 2 (June 1963): 121-135, 132. 
29 Sir Hugh Plat, The Garden of Eden, or, An accurate description of all flowers and fruits now growing in 
England : with particular rules how to advance their nature and growth, as well in seeds and herbs, as the 
secret ordering of trees and plants, (London: Printed for William Leake, 1654), 51, 65, 66, 89, 52, 96-7. 
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innovations of the kitchen."30 In this way, Finch's stock-gilly-flower metamorphosis is 

additionally undercut as fantastical (a flower asking Flora to become a human lover) to 

the entirely possible and in fact commonplace.  

 Another example of a negated metamorphosis is found in Anne Finch's 

manuscript folio Additional Poems chiefly Upon Subjects Devine and Moral. In this work 

appears the poem originally named "Some occasional Reflections Digested (though not 

with great regularity) into a Poem" better known to some contemporary critics as "The 

Bird and the Arras."31 The poem was composed in 1700 describes a trapped bird that 

expects to escape her confinement through the pastoral scene woven into an arras.  

 "Some occasional Reflections" opens with the lines "By neer resemblance See 

that Bird betray'd/ Who takes the well wrought Arras for a shade."32 With this first line, 

the representation woven into the Arras is immediately established as a betrayal. The 

bird, who "hopes to pearch" is misled by the pastoral scene woven into the arras33 Such 

negative words continue in association with the trickery of the arras. For instance, the 

bird is "repuls'd by the obdurate Scean."34 Whereas words such as "chearfull" and 

"ambient" are used to describe the imagined pastoral scene within the arras, the reality of 

the arras is described with "betray'd," "repuls'd," and "obdurate."  

 
30 Katie Kadue, Domestic Georgic: Labors of Preservation from Rabelais to Milton, (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2021), 104-5. 
31 Jennifer Keith points out the "Bird and the Arras" was "never constructed as a discrete poem" but that 
Myra Reynolds, the editor for an early collection of Finch's work, "assembled it as such for her edition" in 
1903. Jennifer Keith, "Anne Finch's Aviary: or, why she never wrote 'The Bird and the Arras'." 
Philological Quarterly 88, no. 1-2 (2009): 77-103, 78.  
32 Anne Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections Digested (thô Not with Great Regularity) into a Poem," The 
Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 1, Early Manuscript 
Books, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), ll 
1-2. 
33 Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 2. 
34 Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 5.  
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 Still within this first stanza, the rejection from the arras extends into an 

imprisonment of the room. The bird, having "[outstrip'd]" the "immitated Fowl" is 

surprised again when the "dash'd Cealing strikes her to the ground."35 Contrasted another 

time to the pastoral representation of the arras, there is no "intercepting shrub" to break 

the bird's fall.36 Still not dissuaded, the bird tries one final time: "Recovering breath the 

window next she gaines/ Nor fears a stop from the transparent Panes."37 The bird could 

not correctly interpret the fiction of the arras, that it was an artistic rendering and not a 

portal to an actual grove where she could "O're passe the scortchings of the Sultry 

Noon."38 And yet, the bird also could not correctly identify the confines of the man-made 

enclosure, the room in which the arras is hung.  

 The reader may not expect the arras to open for the bird, inviting her into the 

pastoral scene depicted, but the bird does. The poem rather cruelly forecloses on this 

possibility. The bird is even mocked for its ambition; in a moment of Icarus-like vanity 

she took pleasure in soaring beyond the "immitated Fowl," only to collide with the 

ceiling. The poem leaves off with the bird, interrupting the narrativized plight of the bird 

with a more figurative stanza.  

 The third stanza returns to the bird in saying:  

But we degresse and leave th'imprison'd wretch 
Now sinking low now on a loftyer stretch 
Flutt'ring in endlesse cercles of dismay 
'Till some kind hand directs the certain way 
Which through the casement an excape affoards 

 
35 Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 8, 10, 12. 
36 Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 13. 
37 Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 14-5. 
38 Finch, "Some Occasional Reflections," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 4. 
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And leads to ample Space the only Heav'n of Birds.39   

The bird was mocked when believing in the magic possibility of the arras, that it would 

suddenly transport her into a pastoral grove. She was "repuls'd" and "dash'd," left by the 

poem to flutter "in endlesse cercles of dismay." The possibility of a magic opening into 

the golden age depicted on the arras is cruelly foreclosed upon. Instead, the only savior is 

"some kind hand" who can direct the "certain way." This certainty is contrasted with and 

privileged over any metamorphic potential. As Jennifer Keith writes, "significantly, a 

human, whose understanding is superior to the bird's, rescues the creature from the 

deceptive artful interior."40 In other words, it is the human, taxonomically placed above a 

bird in the great chain of being, who can rescue the bird from the domain of man (house) 

and into the "Heav'n of Birds." It is not just the "deceptive artful interior" and the 

possibility of metamorphosis provided, but the setting correct of all forms: humans are 

above birds, humans live in houses, birds do not live in houses, birds live in the sky.  

 The poems "Upon a Double Stock-July-Flower" and "Some occasional 

Reflections" fix forms classically unfixed in Ovid's Metamorphoses: flowers and birds. 

Transformations into flowers from Metamorphoses include Narcissus (Liber III), Crocus 

and Smilax (Liber IV), and Hyacinthus (Liber X). Birds, too, constitute a great number of 

transformations in Metamorphoses, including Coronis (Liber II), the Pierides sisters 

(Liber V), Philomela, Procne, and Tereus (Liber VI, discussed later in this chapter), 

Perdix (Liber VIII), Alcyone and Ceyx (Liber XI), Daedalion (Liber XI), and Aesacus 

(Liber XI). Anne Finch, then, turns to two of Ovid's favorite subjects for his 

 
39 Anne Finch, "Some occasional Reflections Digested (though not with great regularity) into a Poem," ll 
30-35. 
40 Keith, "Anne Finch's Aviary," 78.  
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Metamorphoses only to thwart the metamorphosis in her own work. The other way Finch 

rejects metamorphoses is the way in which she uses Ovid references. She does not 

eschew Ovid's myth altogether; instead, Finch inserts these mythic characters into her 

own work either before or after their metamorphosis, carefully avoiding the act of 

metamorphosis itself.  

 In one such direct allusion, Anne Finch references Arachne, a skilled female 

weaver who is transformed into a spider. As weavers have long been understood as 

storytellers, the figure of Arachne will go on to become an association for women 

writers.41 This association eventually builds a tradition of women writers comparing 

themselves to Arachne. However, at Finch's time of writing "A Description of One of the 

Pieces of Tapistry at Long-Leat" (terminus ad quem 1708, printed 1708), very few if any 

examples of women writers comparing their practice to Arachne existed. In fact, "A 

Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry" marks one of the first occasions of an 

English woman writer comparing herself to Arachne in a print publication.42 Finch 

references Arachne in another poem, her translated Fontaine fable entitled "The Goute 

and Spider a Fable Immitated from Monsr. de la Fontaine and Inscribed to Mr: Finch 

after His First Fitt of That Distemper" (terminus a quo of composition 1697, terminus ad 

quem 1701-2 in Miscellany Poems with Two Plays by Ardelia). Finch translates 

l’Araignée as Arachne in the poem twice, despite using spider in the title. Finch may 

have had in mind John Ogilby's translation of Aesop's Fables (1651), in which he names 

 
41 For women writing and Arachne, see for instance Nancy K. Miller's call for "arachnologies" in Nancy K. 
Miller, Subject to Change: Reading Feminist Writings, (New York: Columbia Press, 1988).  
42 There is in fact no earlier mention of Arachne from a female writer in printed works available on EEBO 
or ECCO. 
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the spider Arachne in "The Spider and the Swallow." On any occasion, while many male 

authors before Finch used Arachne as a reference, the female-spider-storyteller is finally 

at home within Finch's work.   

 The myth of Arachne in Ovid's Metamorphoses opens Liber VI.43 Arachne is 

described as being of low birth and from a small town. She only gained notoriety through 

her art, as the nymphs "quit their Fountain, Shade, or Hill" just to watch Arachne 

weave.44 Arachne's mastery at weaving was so acclaimed, and yet Arachne refused to 

share her praise with Pallas, goddess of handiwork. Pallas descended to Earth, taking on 

the disguise of an old maid and attempted to goad Arachne into giving thanks to and 

sharing glory with Pallas. Arachne, defiant still, stared directly into the old woman's eyes 

and challenged disguised-Pallas to a weaving competition, as if Arachne could see 

through gods' tricks. When Pallas dropped her disguise, the nymphs and virgins all 

immediately conceded to Pallas's power; Arachne alone "stood unappall'd."45 Pallas 

accepted the weaving challenge. Pallas's woven scene depicted the power of the gods, her 

own birth, and, in the four corners, trials in which mortals attempted to reach the 

powerful heights of gods and were punished for their hubris. Arachne drew the "Scene[s] 

of heav'nly Guilt," or gods from Jove to Neptune to Phoebus employing their fraudulent 

schemes to rape mortal women. These depictions included ones that appeared in previous 

books of Metamorphoses, such as the rape of Europa.46 Pallas's response was mixed: she 

is described at once as being "passionately mov'd," viewing the weaving with envy, that 

 
43 Ovid, "Arachne," Metamorphoses, trans by Samuel Croxall, (London: printed for Jacob Tonson at 
Shakespear’s Head, 1717). 
44 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), Liber VI, 176 
45 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), Liber VI, 177 
46 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), Liber VI, 181 
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she "inwardly approv'd," and yet that she can "No longer the Affront with Patience 

bore."47 Across the original and translations, there is no consensus on what incites Pallas's 

ultimate anger, which led her to beat Arachne with a shuttle, tie a noose with the yarn, 

and hang Arachne. Arachne's depiction of the caelestia crimina is an affront. Arachne 

again defied Pallas; Arachne contrasted Pallas's depiction of the greatness of the gods by 

depicting their lowly tricks to assault and destroy mortal women, just because the gods 

cannot control their lust. Pallas tore out the weaving, destroying this counter-narrative 

compiling evidence that the gods were cruel. But also, Pallas was not able to deny 

Arachne's talents, and was in fact envious. The Metamorphoses does not foreclose the 

possibility that Pallas's reaction is yet another example of the cruelty of the gods, like 

those depicted by Arachne. The text allows for a reading that Pallas's not clearly winning 

the competition is the reason she does not uphold her end of their bargain, and in fact 

murders then transforms Arachne.  

 Anne Finch opens "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry" by recalling 

this contest between Arachne and Pallas in Ovid's Metamorphoses. Through this 

reference, Finch aligns the feminized art of weaving with the art of poetics. The poem 

states that in the time of Arachne "valorous Actions" were not sought "in Books," but 

instead all the "Fame" of the battlefield was immortalized by "the Loom."48 These 

valorous actions are placed on equal footing to their immortalization through art, and this 

 
47 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), Liber VI, 181 
48 Anne Finch, "Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry at Long-Leat, Made after the Famous Cartons 
of Raphael; in Which, Elymas the Sorcerer Is Miraculously Struck Blind by St. Paul before Sergius Paulus, 
the Proconsul of Asia. Inscribed to the Honble Henry Thynne, under the Name of Theanor, A," The 
Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 2, Later Collections, Print 
and Manuscript, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2021), 21, ll 5-7.  
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important art was specifically female labor. Finch underscores the possibility for the 

immortality artists, such as herself, achieve with representational arts in saying, "Whilst 

sharing in the Toil, she shar'd the Fame,/ And with the Heroes mixt her interwoven 

Name."49 And, more importantly, that art-making is a means for women to intertwine 

themselves with male heroics. Not only do these lines carefully use female pronouns, but 

further in the opening stanza, Finch notes that "No longer, Females to such Praise 

aspire."50 The female craftsperson or, in Finch's case, poet is just as important to the hero 

in her act of recording and preserving the story. Finch then places female storytellers as 

equal to the male subjects of their stories, as these heroes would not be remembered if not 

for women's work. As this ekphrastic poem will continue to name the male figures Finch 

sees in the tapestry, her early establishment of this feminized labor, and its importance, 

creates a contrast. Each male name that begins the ensuing stanzas is in stark contrast to 

the anonymous woman who weaved the story. Finch as poet must stand in for this 

plethora of female storytellers, whose works are immortal even if their names are not. 

 Anne Finch's direct allusion to Arachne is compelling not just because of it being 

an early example of a female author's usage of the reference, but also because the 

reference ends before Arachne transforms into a spider. The entirety of the reference to 

Arachne reads: 

Thus Tapistry of old, the Walls adorn'd, 
Ere noblest Dames the artful Shuttle scorn'd: 
Arachne, then, with Pallas did contest, 
And scarce th'Immortal Work was judg'd the Best.51 

 
49 Finch, "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 8-9. 
50 Finch, "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 10, 12.  
51 Finch, "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 1-4. 
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The couplet in lines three and four approaches the metamorphosis. "And scarce 

th'Immortal Work was judg'd the Best" marks the time immediately preceding Arachne's 

punishment, Pallas transforming her into a spider. This line reads as if it will be followed 

by that outcome, with "And scarce" reading as if it were a time marker. A tercet 

interrupts the thought, however, denying the possibility of a metamorphosis right before 

it occurs. Finch moves away from the possibility completely, not returning to Arachne 

after the tercet. In doing so, Finch leaves Arachne in human form, or, more importantly, 

in her female storyteller form. The scenes that Arachne depicted in her own weaving 

recovered the stories of mortal women, reframing their stories so as to more clearly 

highlight the gods' sexual assaulting them. Through collecting these stories, Arachne 

seeks to address the cruelty of the gods, only to meet cruelty herself. Finch corrects this 

final cruelty, then, revising the form of the storyteller from hung spider back into peerless 

female talent.  

 The Arachne allusion also works as a time marker. Finch points to Arachne as a 

time "of old" before "noblest Dames the artful Shuttle scorn'd." By the period of Finch's 

writing, Ovid references—among other Ancient Rome and Greek authors—had long 

been used as a looking back to a golden age. Finch performs the same looking back work, 

but instead of using Ovid broadly, Finch extracts one of his mythic female figures. 

Finch's line "Arachne, then, with Pallas did contest" uses the time marker "then" and 

references two women, Arachne and Pallas, as competing for the position of best 

weaver.52 However fraught that relationship and outcome, it was still a competition 

exclusively among women within a female art—an art that allows women's work to hold 

 
52 Finch, "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 3. 
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as much glory as masculine heroic deeds. This time period contrasts with the time of 

Finch's writing, where "All Arts are by the Men engross'd."53 Finch then points back to a 

golden age of female storytelling, specifically.  

 Another figure from Ovid's Metamorphoses Finch references is Echo. Her poem, 

"To the Eccho, In a clear night upon Astrop Walks" (terminus ad quem 1696) addresses 

Echo, who appears in Liber III of Ovid's Metamorphoses. Echo would be important to 

Finch as a writer of songs. And the unique rhyme scheme of this poem is in fact similar 

to the one in her songs ("A Song: Love, thou art best of humain joys," "A Song: On greife 

sett" for instance). In Ovid's version, Echo can only repeat the close of every sentence. 

She had been cursed by Juno, as Echo would delay Juno from finding Jove in his 

intercourse with the nymphs. Echo would engage Juno in rambling stories until the 

nymphs could escape unpunished by jealous Juno. Echo saw the beautiful Narcissus in 

the woods one day and followed him, repeating his words as he flew from her. From 

there, Echo "pines to a voice," as Sandys labeled her transformation; her unrequited love 

stripped her slowly of corporeal form until she was nothing but a voice with bones made 

into stones.54  

 Finch's Eccho, like Finch's Arachne, is stable, fixed in her form. Unlike her 

Arachne, though, Finch's Eccho is post-metamorphosis. Eccho is not the nymph in the 

forest but instead she is in the disembodied voice form. The poem's speaker tries to 

recover Echo as more than this disembodied voice, the poem begins: 

Say lovely Nymph, where doest thou dwell?  
Where, is that secret Sylvan seat, 
That melancholy, sweet retreat, 

 
53 Finch, "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 12. 
54 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Sandys, 44. 
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From whence, thou doest these notes repell,  
And moving Syllables repeat?55   

The use of questions addressing the "lovely Nymph" attempts to restore Echo to her 

original form. The speaker calls Eccho "lovely Nymph" before describing her non-

corporeal form. Eccho is not materially the "lovely Nymph" in the ensuing lines, so this 

first line address rhetorically attempts to put Eccho back into her body. The speaker, in 

fact, continues to seek Eccho's body by trying to physically find her, asking "where doest 

thou dwell?" and "Where, is that secret Sylvan seat." Asking where Eccho is assumes 

there is a physical form that can be somewhere, as, in contrast, a disembodied voice could 

exist anywhere and everywhere. And yet, the poem does not restore Eccho to nymph-

form. Such metamorphoses are not actually possible across Finch's works.  

 Just because metamorphosis is not possible, does not mean Finch's poem cannot 

aid in fixing Eccho's form. The poetic speaker abandons hope that Eccho's physical body 

can be restored. She turns instead to the voice. The first stanza concludes:  

Or if thou only charm'st the ear, 
And never wilt to sight, appear, 
But does alone in voyce excell, 
Still with itt, fix us here.56  

The words "But" and "Still" show a conceding. The speaker fails to locate, and return, 

Eccho's physical form. In fact, the speaker compromises, noting the failure of bodily 

return in writing, "if thou only charm'st the ear" and "never wilt to sight, appear" then the 

voice should excel. The least that can be done, then, is to allow the voice and "fix us 

 
55 Anne Finch, "To the Eccho, in a Clear Night upon Astrop Walks," The Cambridge Edition of the Works 
of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 1, Early Manuscript Books, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia 
Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), ll 1-5. 
56 Finch, "To the Eccho, in a Clear Night upon Astrop Walks," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, ll 8-11. 
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here." This word "fix" transfers from fixing Echo's form, to fixing the listeners in place. 

In other words, if poetry does not have the ability to reunite Echo to her nymph-form, 

poetry can at least provide the opportunity for Echo to fix the "us" into their place, 

listening to her resounding voice.  

 The poetic speaker builds a community with Eccho within "To the Eccho." This 

communal building is first observed in the use of plural pronouns, such as "us" in the 

lines above and "our" in the sixth line. The plural pronouns rhetorically build a 

community to which Eccho can join through singing and listening. Further, this 

community-building is seen in the form of the poem itself. Finch imitates the effect of an 

echo with alliteration, such as "Say" as the first word of line one echoed in the closing 

"secret Sylvan seat" in line two. The effect is like a speaker calling out and Echo 

expanding the syllables of the sound. The poems rhyme scheme (ABBABAACCAC 

DEEDEDDFFDF) also imitates an echo. The rhyming the same word throughout each 

stanza, so the speaker and Eccho are resounding one another. One of Ovid's Echo's 

defining features is her isolation. She is separated from the nymphs whom she protected 

from Juno's wrath. She is incapable of expressing her desire and therefore pines away 

into a bodyless voice. "To the Eccho" cannot succeed at returning her body, as Finch 

routinely rejects such metamorphoses. Where it can return Echo's loss is in rebuilding 

connection and community.  

 Another set of mythic characters Anne Finch inserts into her own poetry are 

Baucis and Philemon in "An Invitation to Dafnis to Leave His Study and Usual 

Employments—Mathematicks Painting &c and to Take the Pleasures of the Fields with 

Ardelia" (terminus ad quo 1692). In Ovid's Metamorphoses the myth of Baucis and 
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Philemon appears in Liber VIII; this myth tells the story of Jupiter and Mercury, 

disguised as ordinary peasants, being refused hospitality from multiple houses until they 

come to the humble cottage of Baucis and Philemon. The pair, though poor, offer the 

disguised gods food and wine, apprehending they are hosting gods only at the realization 

the wine pitcher never runs dry. They immediately supplicate to the gods and are 

rewarded for their generosity by being warned of a flood. Their home is transformed into 

a temple to the gods, in which they are given the honor of being the guardians. They are 

also granted the wish that when one dies, they will both die, and be transformed into a 

linden and oak tree upon their deaths.  

 The Baucis and Philemon myth becomes a popular story to re-write during the 

eighteenth century. John Dryden translates the poem in 1693, but the popularization 

comes later in the eighteenth-century. In fact, the phrase "Baucis and Philemon" appears 

only fourteen times in the Early English Books Online database, whereas it appears four 

hundred and thirty-four times in Eighteenth Century Collections Online. Many of these 

appear following Jonathan Swift's popular 1709 burlesque version of Baucis and 

Philemon. Writing the pair into her 1692 poem, therefore preceding even Dryden's 

translation, Anne Finch's "An Invitation to Dafnis" is at the precipice of Baucis and 

Philemon retelling's rising popularity. Finch may have had in mind La Fontaine's 

"Philémon et Baucis" appearing in Fables (1668), which was an important source for 

many of her fable translations and will be discussed in the following section.57  

 
57 For more on La Fontaine's adaptation of Ovid's myth, see Robert E. Colton, "Philemon and Baucis in 
Ovid and La Fontaine," The Classical Journal, vol 63, no 4 (Jan 1968): pp 166-176.  
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 In "An Invitation to Dafnis" the poetic speaker, Ardelia, invites Dafnis to quit his 

study and join her in pastoral pleasures. The poem consists of six stanzas, all of which are 

punctuated by a final couplet that reads "Come, then, my Dafnis, and the feilds survey,/ 

And throo' the groves, with your Ardelia stray."58 There are two variations of this closing 

couplet, however, occurring in the first and final stanza. The first stanza variation reads, 

"Come, and the pleasures of the feilds survey,/ And throo' the groves, with your Ardelia 

stray."59 The final couplet of the last stanza, where the Baucis and Philemon reference is 

located, reads, "So, lett us throo' the Groves, my Dafnis stray,/ And so, the pleasures of 

the feilds, survey."60 The most striking alteration in the final couplet is the exclusion of 

Ardelia, who has been our poetic speaker throughout. As if the ideal scenario for Ardelia 

is to be subsumed into the pastoral space, to have no identity at all beyond part of the 

groves and fields. This final couplet pairs with the reference to Baucis and Philemon, 

who become trees, incorporating Ardelia into the pastoral space completely. 

 However, as is so regularly the case with Finch's poetry, the metamorphosis is 

only a rhetorical one. Ardelia may be subsumed into the pastoral space through her 

erasure in the final couplet, but Baucis and Philemon undergo no transformation. The 

final stanza leading up to the couplet of "An Invitation to Dafnis" reads: 

As Baucis, and Philemon spent their lives, 
Of husbands he, the happyest she, of wives, 
When throo' the painted meads, their way they sought,  
Harmless in act, and unperplext in thought, 
Lett us my Dafnis, rural joys persue, 

 
58 Anne Finch, "An Invitation to Dafnis to Leave His Study and Usual Employments– Mathematicks 
Painting &c and to Take the Pleasures of the Feilds with Ardelia," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of 
Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 1, Early Manuscript Books, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia 
Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 81, ll 23-4, 29-30, 45-6, 57-8. 
59 Anne Finch, "An Invitation to Dafnis," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, ll 11-12. 
60 Anne Finch, "An Invitation to Dafnis," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, ll 65-6. 
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And Courts, or Camps, not ev'n in fancy view.61  

In this reference, Finch demonstrates her commitment to stability by taking Baucis and 

Philemon as exclusively an example of marital bliss, omitting their metamorphoses into 

trees. Their transformation in Ovid's myth comes as they approach death, becoming 

instead trees to honor their commitment to one another and to the worship of the gods. As 

seen in Finch's Arachne allusion, Finch writes up to the point of when the metamorphosis 

would occur before concluding her reference. Baucis and Philemon "spent their life" 

which marks the time directly before their metamorphosis into trees. Instead, "An 

Invitation to Dafnis" restores their ability to move "throo' the painted meads," fixing their 

forms as humans instead of planted trees.  

 In a final example of an Ovidian reference made by Anne Finch, I turn to a 

negative one. Anne Finch inserts Proteus in "The Spleen" (suspected composition date 

1699, terminus ad quem 1701) to show uncontrollable transformations. Ovid's Proteus is 

capable of self-metamorphosis and employs this power to shift among forms rapidly. 

Proteus is found across many Ancient Greek and Roman works; in the Metamorphoses 

Proteus appears in Liber II, VIII, XI, and XIII. In the Tonson Metamorphoses, Addison 

describes Proteus as "the deceiving god;" Sandys describes him as "Shape-changing 

Proteus."62 Ovid originally describes him as "Proteaque ambiguum" which translates to 

changeful and uncertain.63 For Finch, this constant shifting means a lack of control, 

therefore she ascribes it to the spleen. Conversely, it is indeed this lack of control that 

Finch's poetry associates with metamorphoses: not as a liberating power to escape forms 

 
61 Anne Finch, "An Invitation to Dafnis," Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, ll 59-64. 
62 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 37; Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Sandys, 22. 
63 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Miller, Liber II, l 9. 
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but a restless, disorienting event. This definition brings into sharper focus why when 

readers expect to find metamorphosis in Finch's work, they only find stability, 

confinement, retirement, and rest.  

 "The Spleen" is a Pindaric ode in irregular meter and rhyme describing the spleen 

as the seat of melancholy. In the early 1700s, the poem appeared in everything from 

medical lectures to a collection of poems "Designed for the Use of Young Gentlemen and 

Ladies, at Schools."64 It is challenging to understand in current medical terms the 

melancholic conditions said to originate from the spleen. What was then known as 

melancholy now includes a number of various medical conditions today. Further, even 

within the early modern period, melancholy was defined by its irregularity and great 

variety of symptoms. Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) observing in the 

subsection "Symptomes of Melancholy" that a patient experiencing Melancholy has a 

weak spleen, where black "melancholy juice" is "redundant all over."65 Burton also 

describes melancholy with Proteus. Burton writes that "melancholy conceipts" produce a 

great diversity of symptoms that are "irregular, obscure, various, so infinite, Proteus 

himself is not so divers."66 This protean quality of melancholy was integral to 

understanding it as a condition. Anne Finch, then, writes this established connection 

among the spleen, melancholy, and Proteus into her own poetry.  

 
64  For more on the reception history of "The Spleen" (amongst other Finch poems), see Rachel Bowman, 
"A Reception and Transmission History of Finch's Work: Illustrative Cases from the Eighteenth, 
Nineteenth, and Early Twentieth Centuries," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess 
of Winchilsea, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press): 2021, pp 525-595 
65 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, Vol. 1: Text, edited by Bamborough, J. B., Blair, Rhonda L., 
Faulkner, Thomas C., and Kiessling, Nicolas K. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), Partition 1, 
Section 3, Memb. 2, Subsection 3, ll 1-6. 
66 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, Section 3, Memb. 1, Subsection 4, ll 25-30 
https://www.oxfordscholarlyeditions.com/view/10.1093/actrade/9780198124481.book.1/actrade-
9780198124481-div4-64. 
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 Anne Finch's "The Spleen" uses poetry's use of figurative language to draw 

Burton's connection between Proteus and the spleen even closer together. Anne Finch's 

"The Spleen" begins with an opening apostrophe that questions "What art thou Spleen, 

which ev'ry thing doest ape?"67 This question, asking the spleen to name itself, is quickly 

answered in the second line, "Thou Proteus, to abus'd Mankind."68 Burton's medicalized 

prose is limited by its use of a direct allusion to Proteus, saying that "Proteus himself is 

not so divers." Finch transforms the spleen into proteus, who then has the ability to "ape" 

and "abuse." Instead of being compared, as is done in Burton, Finch personifies the 

spleen using the shape-shifter Proteus. The effect of casting the spleen as Proteus is that 

the actions of the spleen take on an intention, even if those intentions are too various and 

perplexing for human understanding. The spleen is no longer a weakened organ faltering 

at its job within the human body, but instead a trickster-like character abusing mankind 

through its kaleidoscopic transformations: presenting one moment a "dead Sea" and 

another a storm "dashing on the Rocks."69   

 Anne Finch clearly articulates her desire to fix forms in "The Spleen." Within the 

first four lines she writes that mankind "never yett, thy real cause cou'd find,/ Or fix thee, 

to remain in one continnu'd shape."70 There are two desires conveyed in these lines: first, 

to identify the protean spleen, and second to fix—here meaning transfix—his form into 

one shape. The poem does not specify that the fixed form must be one that is always 

 
67 Anne Finch, "The Spleen," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea. 
Volume 1, Early Manuscript Books, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019), l 1. 
68 Finch, "The Spleen," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, l 2. 
69 Finch, "The Spleen," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, ll 6, 8. 
70 Finch, "The Spleen," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 1, ll 3-4. 
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existing in the positive range of emotions, such as always happy. The desire described is 

just that the shape of the protean spleen is fixed, as if being always "a dead Sea" of "calm 

[and] stupid discontent" is still superior to the constant transformations. Fixed forms, 

then, may or may not be the ideal, but it is ranked above metamorphosizing forms.  

 Proteus differs from the other Metamorphoses characters Finch inserts into her 

poetry. Proteus is the only figure who has the ability to craft and control his own 

transformations. The previous figures Finch references—Arachne, Echo, and Baucis and 

Philemon—are subject to metamorphosis by the will of the gods. They are transformed as 

punishment, in the case of Arachne and Echo, or as reward, as in the case of Baucis and 

Philemon. Finch then grants stability—or fix as in to correct the form—to the mythic 

characters from Ovid who have no consent in their metamorphosis. For those who 

transform on their own accord, such as Proteus, she writes as a negative figure.  

 There was an eighteenth-century impulse to characterize Ovid's Metamorphoses 

as fables. For instance, John Dryden includes seven of the myths from Ovid's 

Metamorphoses in his 1700 collection Fables ancient and modern.71 Samuel Garth calls 

Ovid's Metamorphoses "Lessons of morality...given us in the course of his Fables."72 And 

yet Anne Finch's preferred fables were the Aesopian ones, which rely upon an animal 

being true to its nature. While Dryden includes Ovid's Metamorphoses as a type of 

ancient fable, Finch only turns to and includes Ovid when she is able to domesticate him, 

transforming his myths into stories of stability. Finch's fables are described by Hinnant as 

adopting "a moral posture that is rigorous and unrelenting in its assault upon illusion, 

 
71 Dryden includes: "Meleager and Atalanta," "Baucis and Philemon," "Pygmalion and the Statue," 
"Cinyras and Myrrha," Book XII "Wholly Translated," and "The Speeches of Ajax and Ulysses." 
72 Garth, Preface, Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), xvi.  
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pretension, flattery, and unwarranted assumptions about the world."73 Indeed, Finch's 

fables are not the ones that may include Ovid's myths—with their shifting worlds and 

transforming figures. The Aesopian-style fables that Finch was drawn to are ones that 

depend upon stability. The moral posture, as Hinnant calls it, only works if animals 

behave in accordance with their personified traits (such as a fox being cunning). In such, 

one way to deepen an understanding of Finch's strategy of fixing Ovid's forms is to study 

Finch's interest in the fable. 

 

3.2 The Form of Fables 

 Anne Finch has been "commonly regarded as one of the fore-most English fable-

writers of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries."74 In contrast to her many 

scribal miscellanies, most of her fables were included in printed works, excepting only 

three that remained in manuscript exclusively. In fact, Finch added "many poems not in 

the previous manuscripts" to the 1713 print volume, Miscellany Poems; a volume where 

fables "constituted nearly half of the poems."75 Gillian Wright convincingly argues that 

Finch had a "strong propensity to commit her fables to print."76 Finch's Miscellany Poems 

opens with "A Prefatory Fable" entitled "Mercury and the Elephant" (terminus ad quem 

1713) that she uses to introduce her authorship.77 Jennifer Keith calls this introduction "a 

radical departure from her use of modesty topoi in 'The Introduction' and 'The Preface' to 

 
73 Hinnant, The Poetry of Anne Finch, 168 
74 Gillian Wright, "The Birds and the Poet," 246-7.  
75 Jennifer Keith, "Anne Finch," Oxford History of Poetry in English, forthcoming. 
76 Gillian Wright, "Birds and the Poet," 256.  
77 Anne Finch, "Mercury and the Elephant," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess 
of Winchilsea. Volume 2, Later Collections, Print and Manuscript, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia Thomas 
Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021). 
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open her early manuscript books."78 The poem begins with an elephant blocking the path 

of the god Mercury. The elephant then tells Mercury about a dispute he recently won 

against a wild boar, which has been misrepresented to seem as if the elephant cheated. 

The elephant asks Mercury how the gods view the dispute and Mercury simply states that 

he fought. The poem then changes voice to the first person where she anticipates censure 

from the town on her female writing. To her, the critics will, like the gods, reply merely 

that "Then has she writ!"79  

 To describe Anne Finch's fables of choice, they were what are often called 

apologues, or Aesopian fables.80 Thomas Noel defines this genre in Theories of the Fable 

in the Eighteenth Century as falling into the category fable propre, which "uses the 

example of beasts and inanimate things to demonstrate a lesson."81 Animal fables were 

extremely popular in England from the English Civil Wars to the mid-eighteenth century. 

Though the term "fable" comes to connote the Aesopian fable later in the eighteenth 

century, the term was still in flux at the time of Anne Finch's writing.82 Jayne Elizabeth 

Lewis, for instance, notes that a fable is "polyvalent" and could "signify a lie, any 'feign'd 

or devis'd discourse,' a plot, a hieroglyph, a parable, a myth."83 Loveridge states a fable is 

"not merely 'polyvalent,'" but "also a composite mode or strategy evolving from a 

 
78 Keith, "Anne Finch," 18. 
79 Finch, "Mercury and the Elephant," Works of Anne Finch, l 33.  
80 In addition to her original compositions of fables, Finch includes many translations of Jean de la Fontaine 
(1621-1695). La Fontaine's twelve books of fables were published between 1668 and 1694; La Fontaine 
reworks the fables that are associated with the name Aesop, often from an intermediary fabulist, Phaedrus. 
Another source of fables for Anne Finch is Sir Roger L'Estrange's 1692 Fables of Aesop and Other 
Eminent Mythologies. 
81 Thomas Noel, Theories of the Fable in the Eighteenth Century, (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1975), 17. 
82 For more on the trajectory of the term fable throughout the eighteenth century, see Thomas Noel, 
Theories of the Fable in the Eighteenth Century, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975). 
83 Jayne Elizabeth Lewis, The English Fable: Aesop and Literary Culture, 1651-1740, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 10. 
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common rootstock across different genres."84 The definition of a fable, then, could be 

broad enough to include any fiction. Finch, however, gravitates towards fables that 

conform to our current understanding of fables, what are often called animal fables.  

 What animal fables share, and what stabilizes them as a form traceable through 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, is animals or objects imbued with human 

conversation and logic, but, when pressed, maintaining their original characteristics. A 

fable's moral is described by Lewis as operating on two levels: thematically, they explain 

"how to negotiate a ravenous and capricious world," while structurally "the very presence 

of a moral signals each fable's membership within a stable set of symbolic convictions, 

one in which concrete examples instill socially relevant precepts."85 Loveridge describes 

the fable as revealing its nature "by not demanding suspension of disbelief" so that "pre-

literary Aesopian fables are felt to be morally honest in themselves rather than simply 

expressing morals."86 This stability, which dictates that they inevitably behave in their 

animal/object register, is how the necessary moral is imparted. 

 As Aesop wrote from enslavement, Aesopian fables often offer a critique of 

power. Annabel Patterson's Fables of Power argues that fables functioned as a "medium 

of political analysis and communication, especially in the form of a communication from 

or on behalf of the politically powerless."87 Noting that fable was often associated with 

satire during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England, Sharon Smith describes 

how Anne Finch uses the fabular mode in order to "simultaneously distance herself from 

 
84 Mark Loveridge, A History of Augustan Fable, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 5.  
85 Lewis, The English Fable, 9. 
86 Loveridge, A History of Augustan Fable, 10. 
87 Annabel Patterson, Fables of Power: Aesopian Writing and Political History, (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1991), 2.  
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abusive satire and produce reformative satire."88 The fable's ability to act as a subversive 

critique of power would have been of interest to Anne Finch. Finch was politically 

disempowered as well as being disempowered as a woman in patriarchal England, and 

these disempowered positions serve as themes throughout much of her poetry. 

 Anne Finch's poem "The Critick and the Fable" demonstrates the way in which 

she positioned herself as a fable writer.89 "The Critick and the Fable" opens with the line, 

"Weary, at last, of the Pindarick way."90 This line immediately establishes a link between 

the fable writer of the poem and Finch's own composition history with her Pindaric ode 

"The Spleen"; even MP's opening address from "The Bookseller to the Reader" mentions 

the "Ode on the Spleen" to which "the Town" had "already done Justice."91 "The Critick 

and the Writer of Fables"'s autobiographical orientation establishes that Finch, the titular 

writer of fables, is defending her use of the fabular form against critics. The placement of 

this poem, not as the opening poem (itself a fable, "Mercury and the Elephant"), but 

halfway through the collection is significant as a means of keeping readerly engagement. 

Perhaps after so many fables, Finch anticipates her reader questioning her engagement 

with the form, or whether or not to dismiss the book as one for children. The poem 

justifies why the reader encounters so many fables and will continue to read more in the 

 
88 Smith, "The Pleasures of Satire in the Fables of Anne Finch," 100.  
89 First known printing Miscellany Poems. The Cambridge edition notes that Finch's model was La 
Fontaine's “Contre ceux qui ont le Goust difficile” (Livre 2, Fable 1 in both La Fontaine 1668 [pp. 49–52] 
and La Fontaine Part 1 [pp. 71–76]) "in which the speaker has dedicated himself to Aesop’s “lies” because 
“Le mensonge & les vers de tout temps sont amis” (La Fontaine Part 1, p. 72). He admits his critics do not 
like his “childish” fables, but they are even less pleased when he attempts epic and are unimpressed with 
his pastoral verse. He concludes that some readers are simply too fastidious: “C’est un dessein tres-
dangereux / Qued’entreprendre de te plaire. / Les delicats sont malheureux; / Rien ne sçauroit les satisfaire” 
(La Fontaine Part 1, p. 76)." Notes from The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, pp 286. 
90 Anne Finch, "The Critick and the Writer of Fables," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, 
Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 2, Later Collections, Print and Manuscript, ed. Jennifer Keith with 
Claudia Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), l 1. 
91 Finch, The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, 6.  
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volume. It is a process poem, describing how the writer of fables came to that form, 

exampling how the fable writer is capable of other forms, but ultimately defending the 

fabular mode for their own and for national interests. That is to say, the poem argues that 

when the fable writer responds too immediately to the singular demands of a critic, all of 

the publications of the literary market would be uniform.  

 "The Critick and the Writer of Fables" links fable writing—above other forms of 

writing—to the alleviation of anxiety and grief. The opening stanzas define fables as 

"aery Fictions" that, while they are being written, "rid [the writer's] Thoughts of Care." In 

fact, returning to the first line, Pindarics make the writer "weary" and while the muse 

would "advent'rously stray" to write Pindarics, turning to fable writing is "[descending] 

with soft Delight."92 The goal of a fable is both God-like and humble, as writing fables 

has the power "to Birds and Beasts new Gifts impart," and also to "Teach, as Poets 

shou'd, whilst they Divert."93 On the one hand, giving birds and beasts new gifts is the 

work of gods, above even Ovid who changes forms but does not bring anything new to 

flora and fauna's abilities. On the other hand, teaching through diverting is, as the Critick 

will go on to say, not serious work as it is writing for children (the fable writer "seeks to 

purchase Fame by childish Tales."94 The presence of animals then differs between fables 

and Ovid's myths. The flora and fauna of Ovid's myths do not have supernatural abilities. 

They are the product of (typically vengeful) transformations, supernatural only because 

of the process of metamorphosis. While Ovid's Metamorphoses was regarded as 

diverting, it was only intended to instruct insofar as learning Latin grammar is concerned. 

 
92 Finch, "The Critick and the Writer of Fables," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 1-3. 
93 Finch, "The Critick and the Writer of Fables," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 7-8.  
94 Finch, "The Critick and the Writer of Fables," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 13. 
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The morals, when they are ascribed by fabulists such as Dryden or later Garth, are often 

allegorical, and even more often negated by the so-called "Sallys of Jupiter" or 

questionably consensual amorous situations from which they are catalyzed.95 

 By the end of "The Critick and the Writer of Fables", realizing the critic's vision 

would create a "single Stream" that would "the Town supply" while "all the Rest of 

Helicon be dry."96 The ending of the poem has a moral, rendering this defense of fables 

itself a recognizable fable, a layering of fabular meanings and codes. The moral reads: 

"Happy the Men, whom we divert with Ease,/ Whom Opera's and Panegyricks please."97 

Fables then are respites from other, more serious genres, bringing happiness to both 

writer—as seen in the opening stanza—and the reader—as seen in the closing moral. 

 The types of fables that interest Anne Finch reflect her preoccupation with fixed 

forms. Fables at their broadest consist of "beasts, men, gods, inanimate objects, 

personifications of abstract qualities" which "all revolve together in a kaleidoscopic, sub-

Ovidian universe."98 The way in which this universe is "sub-Ovidian" is key for Finch, 

however. What characterizes the "beasts, men, gods, [and] inanimate objects" of Ovid's 

works is that all of those people, animals, gods, and flora transform into one another, 

creating a disordered world where nothing is as it seems. Finch's fable creatures do not 

transform. In fact, the creatures of her fables are the antithesis of disordered. They 

present an orderly world where animals and inanimate objects act precisely how the 

reader expects.    

 
95 Quote from Samuel Garth, "Preface," Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson).  
96 Finch, "The Critick and the Writer of Fables," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 751, 53. 
97 Finch, "The Critick and the Writer of Fables," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 59-60. 
98 Loveridge, A History of Augustan Fable, 6.  
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  For an example of how Finch's animal fables work and how they reveal her 

preference for stability, we turn to her poem "The Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat" 

(composition date unknown, ptd. 1713).99 This fable describes a "stately Oak" that houses 

all three creatures: an eagle on the top, a cat in the middle, and a sow near the root.100 

Each of the three animals has children. The cat goes first to the sow and convinces her 

that the "little [Piglins]" are "Such tempting Flesh" that the eagle will surely not refrain 

from devouring them.101 With the sow on guard, the cat moves to the top of the tree, 

telling the eagle that the Sow and her "Rabble, issu'd from her Womb" are "for Acorns... 

so madly bent" that the tree is going to fall, killing all the eaglets.102 Having pit the eagle 

against the sow as rivals, the cat devours the eaglets, and the pigs, and usurps the entire 

tree as the "House her Own."103 The moral concludes: "Curs'd Sycophants! How 

wretched is the Fate/ Of those, who know you not, till 'tis too late!"104 

 The moral of this fable and those like it is only realized by the animal or object 

remaining true to its form, or the inherent characteristics ascribed to the animal. In "The 

Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat," the "wretched... Fate" of the other animals befalls them 

because they "know [the cat] not." To avoid the fate that befalls both the eagle and the 

sow one must not be deceived by the outer form or shape of the animal, but to match and 

 
99 Cambridge notes Finch based her fable on La Fontaine's La Fontaine’s “L’Aigle, la Laye, & la Chate” 
(Fable 6 in both La Fontaine 1668 [Livre 3, pp. 109–111] and La Fontaine Part 1 [Livre 3, pp. 173–77]) 
and was subsequently adapted by L'Estrange as Fable 403 in both L’Estrange 1692 (pp. 378–79) and 
L’Estrange 1699 (pp. 374–75), The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, notes pp. 299-300.  
100 Anne Finch, "The Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, 
Countess of Winchilsea. Volume 2, Later Collections, Print and Manuscript, ed. Jennifer Keith with 
Claudia Thomas Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), ll. 1.  
101 Finch, "The Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 12, 16. 
102 Finch, "The Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 48, 50. 
103 Finch, "The Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 65. 
104 Finch, "The Eagle, the Sow, and the Cat," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 66-7. 
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reconcile the exterior with intrinsic, unseeable qualities. In other words, to "know" the cat 

(or animal, object, person, or personified quality) is to know both exterior and interior 

and find agreement there.  

 Anne Finch's preoccupation with stability is so strong that even the animals 

personified into fabular form are subject to requiring fixing their forms. In a collection 

full of fables, and therefore full of animal personifications, the final poem of Miscellany 

Poems reorders the animals to shed their human characteristics.  

 

3.3 Fixed Form Jubilee in "A Nocturnal Rêverie"  

 Anne Finch's fixing of forms culminates in her final poem of Miscellany Poems, 

"A Nocturnal Rêverie" (terminus a quo 1709; terminus ad quem 1713). Keith describes 

this poem in saying, "unlike preceding fables that recruited animals to instruct and delight 

her readers, this concluding poem restores to the creatures their own speech and 

habitations."105 I build on this observation, in showing that the re-ordering of the world of 

"A Nocturnal Rêverie" has the impression of a site where metamorphoses occurred even 

though there are no such transformations within the poem. Finch accomplishes this 

metamorphic environment first through an early allusion to the character Philomel from 

Liber VI of Ovid's Metamorphoses. The second way is through what Keith points to as a 

restoration. "A Nocturnal Rêverie" re-orders the animal world Finch's fable writing in 

Miscellany Poems set into disarray when she imparted "new Gifts" to "Birds and Beasts." 

The constructed world of the poem is not "a distant spiritual world," as Hinnant points 

 
105 Keith, "Anne Finch," 24.  
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out, but a "corresponding animal realm."106 In "A Nocturnal Rêverie" the animals do not 

speak or behave like humans; they are in fact not even personified. They are given the 

reprieve to act only as animals once again.   

 Anne Finch's "A Nocturnal Rêverie" is a poetic nocturne set in heroic couplets. 

The poem describes a wanderer entering a night environment replete with plants, 

glowworms, and domesticated animals. The poem's temporal element is not just built 

through its setting, a nocturnal space, but also through a repeated line—"In such a 

night"—that causes the poem to circle back upon itself.107 The end of the poem contrasts 

the night space with the disorder of day, where human society (or "Tyrant-Man") 

presides.108  

 "A Nocturnal Rêverie" includes in its beginning four lines a direct allusion to 

Philomel from Ovid's Metamorphoses Liber VI. As with Finch's other fixing of 

metamorphic character forms, for Philomel this inclusion within the poem is a well-

earned moment of stillness. The figure of Philomel, alongside Arachne, appears in Book 

VI of Ovid's Metamorphoses. In this myth, Procne marries Tereus. Procne sends her 

husband to escort her sister, Philomel, to visit them. Tereus lusts after his sister-in-law. 

He kidnaps Philomel, rapes her, imprisons her in a neighboring house, and brutally cuts 

out her tongue so she cannot tell the house staff that she needs rescue. There is something 

so unforgivably mortal about this myth that sets it apart even from the other brutal rapes 

within the Metamorphoses. Tereus is not a god, nor is he struck by Cupid's arrow; he is 

 
106 Hinnant, The Poetry of Anne Finch, 155 
107 Anne Finch, "A Nocturnal Rêverie," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of 
Winchilsea. Volume 2, Later Collections, Print and Manuscript, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia Thomas 
Kairoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), ll l, 7, 47. 
108 Finch, "A Nocturnal Rêverie," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 38. 
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just a regular cruel-hearted mortal man. However, Philomel still finds a way to narrate 

her trauma. She weaves her story into a tapestry that she has delivered to her sister, 

Procne. Procne is so angry with her husband that she kills their son and feeds him to 

Tereus. Tereus chases the sisters and they transform into a nightingale (Philomel), a 

swallow (Procne), and a hoopoe (Tereus).109  

 Finch writes Philomel to be presiding over the night-space. The reference reads:  

And lonely Philomel, still waking sings; 
Or from some Tree, fam'd for the Owl's delight, 
She, hollowing clear, directs the Wand'rer right.110  

She is the first living being to be introduced in the poem, following only the wind. 

Additionally, she guides the wanderer, as her "hollowing" is what "directs the Wand'rer 

right." The wanderer, and therefore the reader, follow Philomel into this transcendent 

space of animals. The descriptor "clear" used for her hollowing emphasizes the 

restoration of Philomel's voice. She remains in her post-metamorphic shape of 

nightingale, but in this new fixed form she has the ability to sing clearly as opposed to her 

brutalized, tongueless human-form.   

 The flora and fauna are given agency, and what they do with that agency is to 

behave in accordance with literal—not figurative—nature. For instance: 

In such a Night, when passing Clouds give place, 
Or thinly vail the Heav'ns mysterious Face; 
When in some River, overhung with Green, 
The waving Moon and trembling Leaves are seen;  
When freshen'd Grass now bears it self upright, 

 
109 In Greek myths, the birds and sisters are swapped, with Procne becoming the nightingale and Philomel 
becoming the swallow. Also, in Greek myth Tereus is transformed into a hawk, a predator of nightingales 
and swallows. The nightingale's song would be understood in Roman Antiquity as one of grief and 
lamentation, but there was a Greek dramatic connection to revenge; see Alessandra Abbattista, "The Tragic 
Nightingale Between Lament and Revenge," Thersites, vol 9 (2019): pp. 19-43.  
110 Finch, "A Nocturnal Rêverie," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 4-6. 
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And makes cool Banks to pleasing Rest invite.111  

Here the personifications serve to animate the clearing. The Clouds "give place" in order 

to vail "Heav'ns mysterious Face," which also serves to vail the Wanderer afford her 

privacy as well. The moon waves; the leaves tremble. Grass "bears it self upright" 

resetting itself following a day of being trampled down by human and animals in order to 

invite "pleasing Rest" to the wanderer. It is then not indifferent to the wanderer; in fact, 

the landscape springs to consciousness at the appearance of night and the wanderer. 

However, the actions this consciousness afford are not outside of the realm of what is 

possible for clouds, grass, etc. Instead, the poem provides flora and fauna the ability to 

consent to behaving within their own natural means. It is not just that grass can and does 

"[bear] it self upright," for instance. It is that grass bears itself upright as part of its desire 

to convene with the wanderer, making the wanderer "cool Banks to pleasing Rest invite."  

 The animals within "A Nocturnal Rêverie" are freed from even so much as 

personification. For instance, in one startling intrusion a "loos'd Horse" slowly grazes 

into the Rêverie space.112 The wanderer and other animals momentarily feel fear, noting 

the horse's "stealing Pace, and lengthen'd Shade we fear,/ Till torn up Forage in his Teeth 

we hear."113 Hinnant reads this moment as the possible inclusion of the gothic that Finch 

ultimately rejects.114 If read in the context of Finch's previous negated metamorphoses, 

however, this moment also takes on similar function. The horse's intrusion is at first 

unable to be identified; he carries the threat of perhaps being—or becoming—something 

 
111 Finch, "A Nocturnal Rêverie," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 7-12. 
112 Finch, "A Nocturnal Rêverie," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, l 29. 
113 Finch, "A Nocturnal Rêverie," The Works of Anne Finch, Vol 2, ll 31-2. 
114 Hinnant, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 137. 
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other than a horse. And yet, the sounds of his chewing set the clearing back into order. 

The horse remains a horse.  

 "A Nocturnal Rêverie" is about small quotidian changes that are set in contrast to 

the morning where "All's confus'd again." The confusion that is the human world, lends 

to a constant changing, an inability to find stability. The "shortliv'd Jubilee" of animals, 

flora, and fauna in the night is the changes within the realm of their form. Oxford English 

Dictionary defines 'jubilee' as "a time of restitution, remission, or release."115 The animals 

of "A Nocturnal Rêverie" have been restored to their animal form, released from their 

poetic work of being the subjects of fables. They no longer need to perform the work of 

personification, as seen in the horse—as well as the sheep and the kine—ultimately 

merely grazing. The release is both the release of domesticated animals from their daily 

labor and also the release of personified animals from their poetic labor.  

 The experience of reading Ovid's Metamorphoses is the steady building of a 

storied landscape. By the later books of the Metamorphoses, a reader cannot trust that a 

bird is just a bird, for instance, but the reader instead has to assume there is a human-past 

life of the bird, and probably a tragic one. The effect is then that looking at the landscape 

as a whole, with trees and flowers and birds, the reader must imagine a backstory, and 

potentially a tragic one, for each living being: both fauna and flora. By the later book in 

Ovid's Metamorphoses, this way of reading the landscape becomes intuitive. It no longer 

matters that a flower is mentioned without any metamorphosis described, the reader still 

feels prompted to imagine a previous metamorphosis or a future one. "A Nocturnal 

Rêverie" similarly contains this feeling. Finch's "A Nocturnal Rêverie" explores a space 

 
115 Oxford English Dictionary, “jubilee (n.),” December 2025, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/3821874311. 
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that has the feel of a storied landscape without telling myths itself. Instead, with the 

guidance of Philomel, the poem's landscape relies upon its placement as the last poem in 

a collection where animals speak. Indeed, the poetic speaker prefers this restoration, 

wishing to stay there while "Tyrant-Man do's sleep" and wanting to prolongue the 

morning where "All's confus'd again." 

 

3.4 Conclusion  

 Anne Finch's focus on stability is best seen in contrast to the shifting-figures 

characterized by Ovid. There are no authors in literary history that come to mind more 

readily for their work on manipulating forms. By revising Ovid's shifting characters, 

Finch is able to re-order a fictional world set into chaos. This re-ordering is especially 

impactful as her actual world is so disordered. Finch has been labelled a double-exile, as 

she was internally exiled within England as well as a woman living in patriarchal 

England. This double-exile status is an especially helpful lens into viewing Finch's 

motivation for re-ordering instable forms. As a Jacobite living in the wake of the 

Revolution, Finch never sees the political landscape re-ordered according to her own 

desired results. As a woman, Finch describes the situation best in saying women were 

"Educations, more than Nature's fools."116 

 And yet as a female writer, Finch had the opportunity to create order through 

fixing forms. She was able to transfix forms and give stability in the wake of an unstable 

political scene. She was able to fix—as in correct—the form of Ovid's female mythic 

 
116 Anne Finch, "The Introduction," The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of 
Winchilsea. Volume 1, Early Manuscript Books, ed. Jennifer Keith with Claudia Thomas Kairoff 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), l 52. 
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characters, who were subject to abuses of power. This abuse of power could be sexual, as 

was the case for Philomel, or it could be tyrannical, as was the case for Arachne. In any 

case, in re-writing these women, Finch at least restored their power to live outside of the 

gods whims.  
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4. Seductive Reading, Sexual Pedagogy, and Ovid in the Early 
Eighteenth-Century Amatory Novel 
 

"all women may be won by force or stratagem"  

    Marquess D'Saguillier, Eliza Haywood, Love in Excess1 

 

 Jonathan Swift's poem "Corinna" has spurred arguments throughout literary 

history about who the "Auth'ress" of scandalous fiction called "Corinna" might be, 

whether Delarivier Manley or Eliza Haywood.2 The poem begins by describing Apollo, 

the god of poetry, "[playing] the Midwife's Part" and "[endowing] her with his Art." 3 

Corinna demonstrates two proficiencies concurrently as she grows up: the art of poetry 

and the art of scandal. She "laugh[s] and squawl[s] in Rhimes" by two years old and by 

six is sneaking into the pantry to silently observe the Butler and Lady's Maid in their 

secret intimacy (a tale that she spreads around).4 Scholars of the Eighteenth-century once 

believed the Corinna in question to be Delarivier Manley (1663-1724), despite Manley 

being within Swift's literary circle and succeeding him as author of the periodical The 

Examiner.5 The poem concludes with name dropping the titles Atlantis and Memoirs of 

 
1 Eliza Haywood, Love in Excess, or, the Fatal Enquiry, ed. David Oakleaf, (Peterborough: Broadview 
Press, 2000), 250. All subsequent references to this edition.  
2 Quoted from Jonathan Swift, The Poems of Jonathan Swift, Vol. 1, ed. Harold Williams, (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 1st edition 1937, second 1958), 148–50, l 28. The most important discussions of 
this poem appear in Williams's headnote for "Corinna," The Poems of Jonathan Swift, 148–50; John R. 
Elwood, “Swift’s ‘Corinna,’ ”Notes and Queries, 200 (1955), 529–30; Marcia Heinemann, “Swift’s 
‘Corinna’ Again,” Notes and Queries, 217 (1972), 218–21; and J. A. Downie, “Swift’s ‘Corinna’ 
Reconsidered,” Swift Studies, 22 (2007), 161–68.  
3 Jonathan Swift, "Corinna," Poems of Jonathan Swift, ll 2-4. 
4 Jonathan Swift, "Corinna," Poems of Jonathan Swift, l 15. 
5 Swift's editor, Hawkesworth, was the first to add a footnote to his printing of "Corinna" in 1755; in it he 
named Corinna as Delarivier Manley. Williams and Rogers identify Manley as Swift's Corinna despite 
differences they couldn't quite explain. 
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the New Utopia, which seems a direct reference to Manley's novel The New Atalantis 

and, more loosely, to Manley's Memoirs of Europe. However, more recent scholarship 

questions the association of Corinna with Manley, making a convincing case for Swift's 

"Auth'ress" representing Eliza Haywood (1693-1756).6 These scholars show that the 

biographical details of the poem are better attributed to what is known of Haywood's life. 

They argue that the works referenced at the end of the poem may be generalized to 

scandalous—or amatory—fictions (Atlantis becoming a generic term for amatory fiction) 

and, instead of Manley's Memoirs of Europe, it refers to Haywood's Memoirs of a Certain 

Island, Adjacent to Utopia (1724). The reference to Corinna is cast in a similar confusion. 

Corinna was the name of an Ancient Greek lyric poet, who was celebrated as a beacon of 

female literary achievement. Corinna is also the name of Ovid's married mistress in 

Amores, who was disapproved of as an emblem of scandal. Indeed, Swift's reference is 

meant to invoke both, eliding the two.  

 The confusion between reading the author as Manley or Haywood echoes the 

confusion over whether Corinna is a poet or a mistress. That scholars can make a 

convincing case for either Manley or Haywood as this Corinna is precisely what yokes 

Manley and Haywood together for eighteenth-century British readers as well as literary 

scholars of the early novel; they are writers worthy of respect and study, as Corinna the 

poet suggests, but there is something about the type of sexuality described in Manley, 

Haywood, and Ovid that allows for satire or dismissal. Amatory fiction authors were tied 

to one another and to Ovid as writers preoccupied with a certain type of love and desire. 

 
6 Elwood believes she is Haywood. Heinemann and Downie argue that she is a composite of female authors 
who worked for Edmund Curll. Downie presents reasons why Manley is not Corinna.  
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This Ovidian eroticism borders on the immodest; it is read for pleasure and 

entertainment—sometimes to the embarrassment of a reader who considers themselves 

highbrow. Additionally, Ovidian desire can either be read as playful seduction or as dark 

erotic manipulation.  

 This connection between Manley and Haywood's work to Ovid's work is not just 

one that is cast upon them by Swift, their readers, and their critics. Manley and Haywood 

also cultivate a connection to Ovid as both a direct allusion and as a reference for Ovidian 

eroticism that is taught in elite male education. Manley and Haywood use Ovid's works 

as an intertext to highlight a kind of cultural, sexual education that a female education 

predicated on virtue lacks. They then provide a pattern for an alternative education within 

their texts. Manley and Haywood's pedagogy involves reading Ovid in addition to their 

own works, in an effort to arm female readers against sexual coercion from learned 

gentlemen—and even allow them to pursue their own desire.  

 Furthermore, the appearance of Ovid as intertext is a moment of meta-fiction, 

which always serves to jolt a reader to think more critically about reading as a process. 

Meta-fiction disrupts escapism, jarring the reader into a critical posture. Reading Ovid 

within the amatory fiction text puts the real-life reader in the same posture as the 

character reading. The reader is then alerted to being seduced by the reading process of 

an amatory fiction novel just as the intertextual Ovid text seduces the female reading 

character. This moment where both readers—real and character—are poised to be carried 

away is the exact dangerous moment where a non-naive, critical reading practice is so 

crucial. It is where Manley and Haywood most live up to their pedagogical aims to their 

female readership. 



 138 
 
 
 

 This chapter will begin by comparing two texts: The New Atalantis (1709) by 

Manley and The Mercenary Lover (1726) by Haywood. These two works feature similar 

scenes where an uneducated woman is given Ovid as an instructional tool meant to derail 

female virtue, ultimately leading to greater consequence. In putting these works together, 

I demonstrate how Haywood revises on Manley's original premise, ultimately showing 

the danger Manley and Haywood both perceive in a female reader being uninformed 

about Ovid and his particular art of love. I will then turn to Manley and Haywood's 

broader oeuvre and attend to other appearances of female readers encountering Ovid—

but this time on the female readers' own terms. Manley and Haywood do not uniformly 

condemn the reading of Ovid. In fact, they demonstrate that when a female reader takes 

Ovid into her own hands, she may use Ovid as a pedagogical tool for erotic manipulation 

herself. That reader is able to deepen her understanding of the part she is to play in an 

amatory situation—and ultimately pursue her own desire. The sections of this chapter 

describe different outcomes for the in-text women readers of Ovid based upon whether 

she was given Ovid to read by a male character or whether she was agential in her 

reading of Ovid.  

 

4.1 Amatory Fiction 

 The most repeated generic trope in amatory fiction is that of the uneducated 

female poised to be seduced. This trope is seen throughout the eighteenth-century, 

culminating in Richardson's popular novels Pamela and Clarissa. Female characters are 

routinely referred to as "uneducated" even though in many cases she has had some formal 

education at a convent or another such place that educates women. Toni Bowers writes, 
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"in amatory writing's most typical plot, an innocent young girl is seduced by an 

experienced, older man who promises her everlasting love but abandons her ruthlessly 

once his physical desires have been sated."7 The men are overwhelmingly aristocratic, 

which means they would have had formal education at Oxford or Cambridge—putting 

them in close contact with Ovid. The intertextual encounter with Ovid in amatory fiction 

is important as a moment of collision between these educated gentleman and the 

uneducated women Manley and Haywood hope to reach. It is a moment where the gap in 

female education is most poignant, most dangerous. If love in general is dangerous for 

women, then Ovid's love is especially dangerous. These men have read Ovid in their 

most formative years and lived with him in interpretation and imitation. Now that Manley 

and Haywood's female reader has Ovid in her hands, what can she make of this text? If 

she reads Ovid naively, as these male characters hopes she will, she will fall prey to his 

rakish sexual plotting.   

 Amatory fiction seems to rely upon Hobbes's Leviathan (1651) understanding of 

the passions as a privileging of the body. Hobbes notes that "imagination is the first 

internal beginning of all voluntary motion" and that "though words may be called 

metaphorical; bodies and motions cannot."8 Consent is defined bodily, with Hobbes 

showing that motion is voluntary and not metaphorical, therefore not able to be 

misinterpreted. To Hobbes, when a reader is aroused through their imagination, they 

become aroused physically, and then their consent is counted. The reader's body is of 

 
7 Toni Bowers, “Sex, Lies, and Invisibility: Amatory Fiction from the Restoration to Mid-Century,” in 
Columbia History of the British Novel, ed. John Richetti (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 51.  
8 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan: Reprinted from the Edition of 1651, ed. W.G. Pogson Smith, (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1929), I.vi.  



 140 
 
 
 

special concern then for amatory prose. Tierney-Hynes writes, "Early in the eighteenth 

century, this interest in the body of the reader will transform itself into an imagined 

ability of novels to 'induce a dangerously automatic imitation in their readers', to remove 

both reflection and volition."9 Ashleigh Blackwood's "Toxic Texts and Reading 

Remedies: Literary Medicine in Eighteenth-Century Print Cultures" concurs, pointing out 

that the relationship between "books and bodies" was seen as problematic throughout the 

eighteenth century.10 The danger, then, of amatory fiction is compounded when Ovid is 

introduced into the amatory text. Reading these two arousing works together leads to the 

loss of control over the rational mind when privileging the body in a state of desire. 

Manley and Haywood's female characters are routinely betrayed by their bodies when it 

comes to this Hobbesian form of consent. The imagination becomes ignited by the 

reading of Ovid, and this inward desire is read externally. The Manley-Haywood reader 

is accused of the same by critics of amatory fiction genre within their time. However, 

Manley and Haywood attempt to arm their reader against this exact phenomenon, 

regaining control of the rational mind in moments of imaginative, and therefore physical, 

arousal. They teach their readers to manage imaginative arousal by demonstrating what 

their characters reading Ovid do: both in moments where they are betrayed by their 

physical arousal—and thus consent to otherwise unwanted sexual advances— or when 

they take control of it.  

 
9 Rebecca Tierney-Hynes, Novel Minds: Philosophers and Romance Readers, 1680-1740, (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 6. 
10 Blackwood points out, however, that though reading was considered a cause of ill health by eighteenth-
century medical practitioners, it was also prescribed as therapy. Ashleigh Blackwood, "Toxic Texts and 
Reading Remedies: Literary Medicine in Eighteenth-Century Print Cultures," Literature and Medicine 34, 
no. 2 (2016): 278-298. 
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 To take a broader view of ‘amatory fiction' as a genre, Delarivier Manley and 

Eliza Haywood join Aphra Behn to comprise the "Fair Triumverate of wit."11 From this 

1732 moniker onward, literary critics and historians regularly yoke Behn, Manley, and 

Haywood together, despite it being posthumous for two of the three women.12 These 

authors were massively popular in their time, carrying much broader appeal than the 

suggestion they are women writers for women readerships. For instance, The New 

Atalantis was the best-selling novel of its decade, and Haywood's first novel Love in 

Excess outsold Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe the year both were published, 1719.13 

Some of what these early female writers share—and likely why they have been grouped 

together throughout literary history—is their gender, their writing's preoccupation with 

love and desire, and common intertexts. Manley and Haywood together with Aphra Behn 

(1640-1689) constitute the genre amatory fiction. These authors all heavily rely on early 

Italian and French prose, especially Roger L'Estrange's Portuguese Letters first translated 

as Five Letters from a Nun to a Cavalier in 1677 which inspired Aphra Behn's first novel 

 
11 The verse tribute by Rev James Sterling affixed to Secret Histories, Novels, and Poems is where Sterling 
calls Behn, Manley, and Haywood the "Fair Triumvirate of Wit;" Rev. James Sterling, "To Mrs. Eliza 
Haywood, On Her Writings," in Eliza Haywood, Secret Histories, Novels, and Poems. In Four Volumes, 
(London: Printed for Samuel Richardson, 1732), v. 
12 Within their time, these women had little to no chance to see themselves in relationship to one another's 
work. The genre that we now call "amatory fiction" did not exist to these women authors. The term was 
useful in recovery projects of the late 1990s seeking to re-insert Behn, Manley, and Haywood's place in the 
history of the novel, but does not represent the way in which these women saw their own work and writing 
circle. Aphra Behn died in 1689, so she very clearly did not see these women, one of whom was yet to be 
born, as her writing cohort. Behn saw her writing cohort as the elite male authors of her time, those who 
often ridiculed her such as John Dryden, as well as the few female authors whose works circulated at the 
same time as hers, such as Katherine Philips. Delarivier Manley saw her writing community as Jonathan 
Swift, Alexander Pope, and Charles Gildon. Even Eliza Haywood—whose work spurred the "Fair 
Triumvierate of Wit" moniker—saw her writing aligned with Richard Savage, Aaron Hill, and Martha 
Fowke. 
13 See Paula McDowell, Women of Grub Street: Press, Politics, and Gender in the London Literary 
Marketplace, 1678-1730, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 232; William H. McBurney, "Mrs. Penelope 
Aubin and the Early Eighteenth-Century English Novel," The Huntington Library Quarterly, 20, no. 3, 
(1957): 245-267, 250; and David Oakley, "Introduction," to Eliza Haywood, Love in Excess, or, the Fatal 
Enquiry, ed. David Oakleaf, (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2000).  
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Love-Letters Between a Nobleman and his Sister (1684). Ovid's Heroides also served as 

an important classical precedent for women writing and the form of the love letter: both 

integral to amatory fiction. Ballaster points out, "The letter appears as a fictional device 

in virtually every amatory narrative in Britain in the period 1680 to 1740, both as means 

of seduction and an expression of complaint."14 I investigate Ovid as a shared intertext 

beyond the formal conventions that comprise amatory fiction. Yes, the Heroides is 

important to epistolary writing and epistolary writing is important to amatory fiction, but 

the content of Ovid—that is the seduction techniques and the yielding consent—is just as 

important to amatory fiction. Thus far this overlap of content has been unexplored despite 

many scholars noting scenes in which Ovid's work appears. 

 For a history of how the genre 'amatory fiction' was posthumously ascribed to 

these three writers, we must first look to Ros Ballaster's formative critical work, 

Seductive Forms: Women's Amatory Fiction from 1684 to 1740 which coins the term. 

Before Ballaster, these women's works were often called "feminine novels."15 Ballaster 

defines amatory fiction by distinguishing it from "male-centered pornography" as well as 

"didactic love fiction."16 The latter Ballaster defines as having roots in "didactic prose, 

the conduct book, and the 'chaste' Platonic idealism of that early feminist polemicist, 

Mary Astell."17 Amatory fiction is defined against "didactic love fiction" and is instead 

rooted in entertainment for Ballaster. Scholars since have pushed back against this 

 
14 Rosalind Ballaster, Seductive Forms: Women's Amatory Fiction from 1684–1740, (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2007), 61. 
15 See Katharine Rogers, Feminism in Eighteenth-Century England, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1982).  
16 "didactic love fiction" features female authors such as Penelope Aubin, Elizabeth Singer Rowe, Jane 
Barker, and Mary Davys in Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 32. 
17 Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 32. 
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characterization, showing that the Behn, Manley, and Haywood identify possible 

education potential within their works. I concur with this identification and point to 

Manley and Haywood's use of Ovid as intertext as a useful means to view the instructive 

possibility of their own work.  

 Scholars of amatory fiction following Ballaster point out the didactic potential of 

the genre. Kathleen Lubey writes, "Haywood utilizes eroticism for pedagogic ends, 

demanding that readers detoxify their visceral response to 'warm' description by 

remaining mentally attentive to the instructive warnings contained therein."18 Lubey 

convincingly argues that amatory content is a particularly potent site for the "most 

instructive potential" as it "elicit[s] readers' affect and call[s] their attention to the 

implications of that affect."19 John Richetti likewise defines amatory fiction by its 

didactic potential. He writes, "to different degrees, each of these authors conducts a 

conversation with her readers which tends to bracket the narrative's sensational events 

and shallow characters, thus marking this material to some extent as conventional and 

identifying its tangential relevance to real-world issues by making the reader's encounter 

with the narrative potentially as much an intellectual as an emotional event."20 These 

"shallow characters" Richetti points out, as many other literary critics have pointed to the 

same convention of amatory fiction, allows a reader to embody these characters. It is 

precisely this lack of interiority that provides the opportunity for a female reader to fill in 

the gaps and project her own self into the persecuted character. Richetti's larger point 

 
18 Kathleen Lubey, "Eliza Haywood's Amatory Aesthetic," Eighteenth-Century Studies, 39, no. 3 (2006): 
309-332, 310.  
19 Lubey, "Eliza Haywood's Amatory Aesthetic," 312.  
20 John Richetti, The English Novel in History, 1700-1780, (London: Routledge, 1999), 34. 
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here is that the ways in which these novels engage in realism allows for the reader to 

experience "as much an intellectual as an emotional event." The distancing from the 

narrative, or the meta-awareness of reading as part of amatory fiction, allows for 

moments of didacticism covert enough that the genre is defined by its entertainment 

value instead of instructional potential.   

 Who benefits from this didacticism has been up for debate. William Warner 

agrees that amatory fiction takes on a didactic form. He writes that these "novels of 

amorous intrigue" contribute to what becomes a more modern feminism "as a form of 

media culture they teach readers—men as well as women—to articulate their desire and 

put the self first, through reading novels in which characters do so."21 While it is certainly 

true that these women readers were not merely read by women, Warner's argument 

against the female reader in favor of "the general reader" is perhaps not how the 

didacticism works in such novels. Kathleen Lubey points out that Haywood's amatory 

fiction is of "particular urgency for women's edification against harmful indulgences of 

the passions."22 In fact, Haywood's most overtly didactic work, the conduct guide Present 

for a Servant-Maid begins "Dear Girls."23 In Haywood's philosophical work Reflections 

on the Various Effects of Love (1726) she writes, "Love is dangerous to the softer Sex; 

they cannot arm themselves too much against it, and for whatever Delights it affords to 

the Successful few, it pays a double Portion of Wretchedness to the numerous 

 
21 William Warner, Licensing Entertainment: The Elevation of Novel Reading in Britain, 1684-1750, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 93. 
22 Lubey, "Eliza Haywood's Amatory Aesthetic," 313. 
23 Eliza Haywood, A present for a servant-maid: Or, the sure means of gaining love and esteem, (London: 
Printed for T. Gardner, 1743), 1. 
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Unfortunate."24  If love is the more dangerous to women, it is incumbent upon teachers of 

love to help women navigate such hazards. This noting of the greater potential risk 

towards female lovers demonstrates that women readers are most in need of the type of 

cultural education provided within Manley and Haywood's works. 

 Manley and Haywood's interest in educating their reader is reflected in the 

repetition across their works of female characters being uneducated and male characters 

being formally educated in Oxford or Cambridge, spaces unavailable to women at the 

time. The eighteenth-century is known as an age of increased interest in the "Ancients," 

or Greek and Roman authors and works. Formal education consisted of translating, 

reading, and imitating the Ancients. Young men began reading, translating, and imitating 

Ovid's more scandalous works beginning as early as fourth form.25 Ovid in the classroom 

space becomes especially troubling. Of all the texts of antiquity, Ovid's work is the most 

about sex and more specifically what comes to be known as rape. That Ovid is infamous 

for writing about rape is taken for granted; rapes are so synonymous with him it's barely 

worth mentioning among those who study his works.  

  Meanwhile, the importance of virtue to female education cannot be overstated. 

Katharine Rogers Feminism in Eighteenth-Century England notes that chastity is 

"equated with virtue or honor" in women and was "so vital" that a woman "must 

constantly preoccupy herself with preserving its very appearance—avoiding any 

company, any reading, any actions that could arouse suspicions of her sexual purity in the 

 
24 Eliza Haywood, Reflections on the various effects of love, according to the contrary dispositions of the 
person on whom it operates. Illustrated with a great many examples ... Collected from the best ancient and 
modern histories. Intermix'd with the latest amours and intrigues, (London: Printed for N. Dobb, 1726), 56. 
25 Mary Thomas Crane, Framing Authority: Sayings, Self, and Society in Sixteenth-Century England, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 87 
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narrowest mind."26 When amatory fiction texts expand on female education, their reading 

materials almost always entail conduct guides, which offer women readers only what it 

means to preserve virtue, be a wife, mother, and home keeper. The confrontation between 

women's moral education and Ovid's promiscuous one is one of binary opposites, and a 

site of clashing between gendered educations.   

 

4.2 Ovid Placed in the Hands of Women 

 Through positive references to Ovid in other texts, or in Delarivier Manley's case 

the larger frame narrative, amatory authors do not believe that danger is inherit in Ovid. 

Rather, Manley and Haywood create scenarios to underscore a specific danger that lies in 

leaving women's education in the hands of men who may use Ovid for sexually nefarious 

purposes. Delarivier Manley's novel New Atalantis (1709) and Eliza Haywood's novella 

The Mercenary Lovers (1726) warn women readers of this fact as they both contain 

scenes depicting men intentionally using Ovid to re-educate a woman in service to their 

illicit desire. Manley writes an interpolated narrative where a legal guardian uses Ovid 

against his female ward: a relationship considered incest in eighteenth century England.27 

Haywood writes Mercenary Lovers seventeen years after the publication of New 

Atalantis, revising Manley's original to elevate the stakes. In New Atalantis, the Duke 

remarries and abandons his female victim. Haywood leaves the female protagonist 

murdered, an unborn child dead within her womb, and barely any repercussions for the 

 
26 Katharine Rogers, Feminism in Eighteenth-Century England, 9. 
27 See Ellen Pollak, Incest and the English Novel for more about the legal definitions of incest during the 
period, which included relations by marriage. Therefore, the relationship in Mercenary Lover between the 
female victim and her brother-in-law is also legally—and morally—considered incest in this period. Ellen 
Pollak, Incest and the English Novel, 1684-1814, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2003).  
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male villain. In both scenes, the usurpation of the female virtuous education is explicitly 

noted. She is then given her instead Ovid as a tool of corruption. These two scenes 

underscore the educational potential of Ovid in eighteenth-century England, specifically 

that it can be used for nefarious purposes.  

  Delarivier Manley is overt about Ovid being an important source for her work. 

Her novels from New Atalantis to Memoirs of Europe are set in the Roman empire and 

borrow heavily from Classical texts. Carole Sargent convincingly argues that Manley’s 

Atalantis is not based on Bacon’s New Atlantis but rather Ovid’s story of Atalanta in 

Metamorphoses.28 This can be seen even in the structure of New Atalantis which is like 

Ovid’s anti-myth in the relentless circular movement of it. There is a frame narrative, but 

the interpolated stories, like books of Ovid's Metamorphoses, do not comprise a 

progressive movement as one would find in Homer. Instead, there is a continual starting 

over, with the tales only being held together by being collected together in one book. 

Manley is successful in aligning herself with Ovid; affixed to Delarivier Manley's final 

and most autobiographical novel, The Adventures of Rivella (1714), are anonymously 

authored lines, "Quote Ovid now no more ye amorous Swains,/ Delia than Ovid has more 

moving Strains."29 Manley, called Delia here, overtakes Ovid in amorous writing. She 

both surpasses him as author, with "more moving Strains" and surpasses him as 

reference, as her works will be cited in places where Ovid formerly would have. Whether 

or not she surpasses Ovid as an author is irrelevant, of course she does not. But what 

 
28 Carole Sargent, "Why Ovid’s Atalanta (and Not Bacon’s New Atlantis) Was the Source of Manley’s 
Title, The New Atalantis," Notes and Queries, 65, no. 2, (June 2018): 229–233. 
29 Anonymous, "Commendatory Poem" in Delarivier Manley, The Adventures of Rivella: or, The History of 
the Author of the Atalantis, (London: Printed for Edmund Curll, 1714), 43. 
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these lines demonstrate is that Manley's forged authorial connection to Ovid is 

identifiable to her contemporaries as well as current scholars.  

 In addition to impersonating Ovid's form, Manley uses Ovid as a direct 

intertextual reference in the interpolated story of the Duke and his ward Charlot. As 

previously discussed, the sexuality that appears in Ovid is often one of forced 

compliance: either through physical force or trickery. The Duke uses Ovid as a tool for 

this Ovidian trickery. He mirrors what he reads within Ovid's works in how he uses 

Ovid's works. In other words, he uses Ovid's Metamorphoses as a prop to perform his 

Ovidian-style rape. The Duke and Charlot vignette highlights the dangers of Ovidian 

sexuality, and therefore the dangers of young women's ignorance to this type of sexual, 

cultural education.  

 The Duke's sexuality from the onset is suspect. The Duke's [Hans Willem 

Bentinck] history begins with service to Prince Henriquez [William of Orange].30 The 

Prince suffers from a "malignant distemper" which "physicians could find no drugs of 

sufficient heat" to cure.31 The Duke, then a young boy, throws himself at the opportunity 

to lay with the Prince so that his "warm vigour" and "natural glow of body" may "draw 

out the malignancy of the distemper."32 Ballaster's notes point out that William's relations 

with "male favourites" were regularly characterized as homosexual affairs. The 

description of the Duke's willingness to sacrifice his health for the Prince certainly 

 
30 Delarivier Manley, The New Atalantis, ed. Ros Ballaster, (London: Penguin, 1993), 273; Ballaster 
descibes him in the key: "Hans Willem Bentinck, first Earl of Portland (1649-1709), William of Orange's 
special envoy to England in 1685 and his closest confidante until 1696. Bentick was deeply unpopular with 
the English people as a perpetual reminder of the influence held over William from abroad; there was an 
intense rivalry between Bentinck and Marlborough, and Anne cordially disliked the former." All 
subsequent references to this edition.  
31 Manley, The New Atalantis, 26. 
32 Manley, The New Atalantis, 26. 
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alludes to this homosexuality. Further, it is the Duke's urgency that is satirized more than 

the homosexual act itself. The young Duke is described as offering his body "with 

pleasure and boldness" with the events then portrayed as the Duke "not even [staying] to 

take his leave of any of his friends" before "throwing off his clothes," getting into bed 

with the Prince, and "embracing closely his feverish body."33 There is a doubling of the 

contagion; the Duke "could not escape the infection" of the malignant distemper nor the 

errant sexuality.34 In fact, as the young Duke recovers from the illness, he is described in 

saying "And if he still wear the cruel marks of so malignant a distemper" that they are 

"but glorious proofs of his of love and duty to his Prince."35 The text's hedging, that the 

marks may still be there with the word "if" means that the marks are in private areas, 

namely genitals, as the storytellers have not seen them. This makes explicit that the marks 

of the disease, the "glorious proof of his love" for the Prince, indeed reference a sexual 

malignancy. Charlot, nor any sexual partner, would not suspect any deformity—physical 

or metaphysical—until a sexual act were well underway.   

 The story then introduces Charlot as a "young girl" [Stuarta Werburge Howard] 

left to the Duke's care by her father.36 The Duke's wife [Elizabeth Villiers] is said to be 

shared sexually with the Prince, as the Prince more or less gifted the Duke the sister of 

his own wife [Anne Villiers], both of whom the Prince slept with at the same time.37 

 
33 Manley, The New Atalantis, 26. 
34 Manley, The New Atalantis, 27. 
35 Manley, The New Atalantis, 27. 
36 Her mother, Charlotte Jemima Henrietta Maria, was an acknowledged illegitimate daughter of Charles II. 
For Tory Delarivier Manley, the political alliances of these two characters are important, as she guides her 
Tory readership to feel sympathy for a Stuart connection at the expense of a Hanoverian (the Duke's real 
counterpart, William Bentick, was allied to William of Orange, who is the Prince/King. For more on the 
Duke as a "post-Monmouth Whig operative" see Bowers, Force or Fraud, 172-9. 
37 Manley, New Atalantis, 274. 
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Leading into Charlot's story there is a fog of sexual deviancy. From the Duke's early days 

of homosexuality with the former Prince/then King—and the contagion of aberrant 

sexuality caught from this time—to his sharing of his wife with said King. Charlot is 

noted to be raised among the Duke's own children and intended for marriage with his son. 

However, in such a charged, corrupted atmosphere, a normative ending cannot yield for 

Charlot. 

 Charlot's education is the first fact mentioned to introduce her character. That the 

text introduces Charlot through her education highlights that education will be the key 

conflict. Her story begins in noting the Duke "spared for no expense in the education of 

young Charlot," and this education is described as the "high road to applause and 

virtue."38 The short, tale then spends multiple pages on Charlot's education: what it does 

and does not entail and the Duke's methodology. Charlot is noted as having a "brightness 

of genius" that would "often break out in dangerous sparkles."39 The danger being that 

Charlot—and any woman with a natural wit—may be lead to coquetry which is noted as 

the opposite of a "woman of true honor."40 The text describes, "whatever carried her 

beyond the knowledge of her duty carried her too far; all other embellishments of the 

mind were more dangerous than useful, and to be avoided as her ruin."41 Manley here 

describes a young woman with great aptitude who, like most women in eighteenth-

century England, are relegated to a restrictive education. The Duke "banished" from 

Charlot's education all that "would not edify" which includes "airy romances, plays, 

 
38 Manley, The New Atalantis, 29-30. 
39 Manley, The New Atalantis, 30. 
40 Manley, The New Atalantis, 31. 
41 Manley, The New Atalantis, 30. 
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dangerous novels, loose and insinuating poetry, artificial introductions of love, well-

painted landscapes of that dangerous poison."42 Instead, Charlot is set upon "reading and 

improving books of education and piety."43 It is not, then, that Charlot is without 

education. Rather, this education is severely incompatible with the education men 

receive.  

 Conduct books largely constitute women's moral education in early eighteenth-

century England. Anne Kugler points out in conduct books "organized their directions to 

women according to the domestic roles of wife, mother, and mistress of servants."44 

Indeed, historians show that women were expected to have an education that qualifies her 

as a companion for her husband.45 Meaning, women were meant to be bright enough to 

intellectually engage with their husbands but not so smart as to want more from their 

station in life. Charlot's—and young women like Charlot's—focus on education and piety 

is then always in relationship to men. If they read conduct books educationally, then they 

learn a different worldview of sex and sexuality than their male counterparts, who study 

Ovid among other pagan authors. One popular conduct book, The Ladies Calling (1673), 

is organized by three "scenes" of life: Virginity, Marriage, and Widowhood.46 Ladies 

Calling calls these three stages of life as "principal" in defining a woman's life. The 

conduct guide states that a wife is responsible for maintaining love in the marriage, 

without which husbands become tyrants and wives becomes slaves.47 This precept 

 
42 Manley, The New Atalantis, 30. 
43 Manley, The New Atalantis, 30. 
44 Anne Kugler "Constructing Wifely Identity: Prescription and Practice in the Life of Lady Sarah 
Cowper," The Journal of British Studies, 40, no. 3, (Jul 2001): 291-323, 300. 
45 See for instance Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex, and Marriage in England, 1500-1800, (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1979) and Rogers, Feminism in Eighteenth-Century England. 
46 Richard Allstree, The Ladies Calling in Two Parts, (London: Printed at the Theater, 1673), Book II. 
47 Allstree, Ladies Calling, Book II, pp 23-4.  
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demonstrates that women's sexuality was present even within moral literature, priming 

young women to sexual subservience.  

 The Duke's complete control over Charlot's education is tyrannical from the onset. 

Even when Charlot's education is still one of virtue, the Duke emphasizes that "whatever 

carried her beyond the knowledge of her duty, carried her too far" and that "all other 

embellishments of the mind were more dangerous than useful, and to be avoided as her 

ruin."48 She is not only controlled in what she can learn, but that learning itself is a path 

to ruin when it veers outside of what the Duke deems appropriate. There is no 

impartiality. In fact, the Duke has a "seeming admiration for virtue."49 In line with what 

becomes of Charlot, it is the only the appearance of virtue he holds dear. He then does 

not consider it his responsibility to promote Charlot's virtue by anyone's standards but 

what serves him, or he only considers it his responsibility to make Charlot seem to have 

virtue to the outside world. He also banishes the opportunity for a counterbalance to her 

education as he "recommend[s] modesty and silence" and that she "should shun all 

occasions of speaking upon subjects not necessary to a lady's knowledge, though it were 

true she spoke never so well" Again, she shows an aptitude for education outside of the 

female sphere. She speaks better when speaking on subjects outside of what is deemed 

lady's knowledge. However, she is forbidden from speaking on such subjects, so no one 

knows her thoughts and opinions beyond the appearance of virtue. Later when her friend, 

the widowed Countess, attempts a more balanced female education, Charlot has not been 

allowed to look outside of the home for pedagogy. 

 
48 Manley, The New Atalantis, 30. 
49 Manley, The New Atalantis, 31. Emphasis my own. 
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 The story shift comes when Charlot performs an Ovidian tale: the chastity of 

Diana. Charlot is allowed only poetry that "tended to the instruction of the mind," which 

includes "the history of the gods, the rape of Proserpine, the descent of Ceres, [and] the 

chastity of Diana." 50 Despite this extreme limiting on the poetry Charlot can encounter, 

the "instructive," virtuous story of the chastity of Diana catalyzes her fall. Charlot's 

performance "awakened the Duke's Attention."51 Aberrant sexuality has been established 

in terms like contagion by the text with the young Duke and the Prince. Here, the text 

returns to this infection coded language in saying Charlot's performance, and shift in 

sexuality, "'Twas poison to [the Duke's] peace, the cleaving sweetness thrilled swiftly to 

his heart, thence tingled in his blood, and cast fire throughout his whole person" or later 

in calling his love a "distemper" and saying "the symptoms were right, the malignity was 

upon him!"52 In only the second time that the Duke is described as having sexual urges, it 

is made to sound like a flare-up of a dormant transmitted disease. His body and mind are 

disturbed, and his preoccupation with Charlot shifts from an obsession with virtuous 

education to one of promiscuity.  

 The Duke's sexual awakening regarding Charlot lead him to take a new direction 

in his dictatorial control over her education. At first, he observes that the "excellent 

principles that had been early infused into her were all against him" so all that could be 

 
50 Manley, The New Atalantis, 32. Pat Rogers writes of this quote, "As Delarivier Manley put it, with 
perhaps over-heavy irony... young aristocrats sung and acted" the myths mentioned in Pat Rogers, Pope 
and the Destiny of the Stuarts: History, Politics, and Mythology in the Age of Queen Anne, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 201. Toni Bowers also gestures to the irony of this moment in writing "and here 
Manley's smirk is clearly visible" when noting the texts Charlot is allowed in Bowers, Force or Fraud, 175. 
All of the myths but 'the descent of Ceres' are most popularly known from Ovid's writings and, though 
about virtuous women falling, are quite titillating (like Manley's own works exactly). 
51 Manley, The New Atalantis, 32. 
52 Manley, The New Atalantis, 32. 
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done was for him to re-assume the role of educator.53 This time, however, the education 

will align with his new aim, to "corrupt her."54 The word "corrupt," in fact, appears twice 

as the text follows the Duke's internal conflict about his new passion for Charlot. 

Following reading Machiavelli's The Prince, the Duke decides to wholly pursue seducing 

his ward by authoritarian means. He first sends her into his library, which is described as 

"a noble Library in all Languages, a Collection of the most valuable Authors, with a 

mixture of the most Amorous."55 This mixing is a danger in itself. Unlike Charlot's 

previous education, there is no separation of what is instruction and what is 

entertainment. The Duke then dismisses her "governante" and "[presents] her with the 

key of that gallery to improve her mind and seek her diversion among those authors he 

had formerly forbid her the use of."56 Charlot's previous education only allowed for the 

occasional poetry deemed acceptable to her virtuous instruction. Entertainment was both 

separate from instruction but still in line with her educational precepts. Now, she is to 

improve her mind and seek her diversion, as if these two are coterminous in her new 

educational regime, with no separation of the two. The authors that she is meant to study 

now are the authors that were "formerly [forbidden]."  

 Ovid then becomes the weapon against Charlot's virtue. Charlot first assures the 

Duke she will use her new freedom to choose reading materials letting "her virtue be her 

only guide," which the Duke must correct.57 The Duke leads her to his collection of Ovid, 

 
53 Manley, The New Atalantis, 34. 
54 Manley, The New Atalantis, 34. 
55 Manley, The New Atalantis, 35. 
56 Manley, The New Atalantis, 35. Emphasis my own.  
57 Manley, The New Atalantis, 35. 
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"opening it just at the love of Myrra for her father."58 The myth of Myrrha, Book X of 

Metamorphoses translated by Dryden in the Tonson collection, is the story of a girl who 

seduces her father, becomes pregnant, is transformed into a tree, and finally gives birth to 

Adonis. What Charlot reads of Myrra's story is important. The quote above notes that the 

Duke hands Charlot the book "just at" Myrra's love. If using the popular Dryden 

translation, the specificity of this "just at" means that the Duke skips the earlier part of 

the poem which admonishes Myrra's "impious" love and how the product of the incest, 

the Myrra tree, "deforms" the land among similar warnings.59 New Atalantis concludes 

Charlot's reading with "The young Charlot... wrought her imagination up to such a lively 

height at the father's anger after the possession of his daughter, which she judged highly 

unkind and unnatural that she dropped her book."60 Charlot stops reading when Myrra is 

discovered by her father, who has not known who he has been in bed with multiple times 

by that point. She again does not read the moral or judgments of the text. If we are to take 

the content of Charlot's reading literally within New Atalantis, this means that Charlot 

only reads the love and passion Myrra feels, skipping the admonishments that bookend 

the story. Myrra even comes to repent of her unnatural love for her father beyond the 

point Charlot stops reading; Myrra calls to the gods, "Your Judgments, I confess, are 

justly sent;/ Great Sins deserve as great a Punishment" before being transformed into the 

eternally weeping myrrh tree.61 The Duke does not merely point Charlot towards illicit 

reading materials, he curates Ovid even further to suit his aim by erasing for Charlot all 

 
58 Manley, The New Atalantis, 35. 
59 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 347. The word impious appears three times in this myth. 
60 Manley, The New Atalantis, 35. 
61 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), 356.  
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but the seduction and the affective disorder of Myrra. In fact, through the abridgement of 

the tale, Myrra is a sympathetic figure, a martyred hero who is spurned by her beloved 

and her father—who happen to be the same person.  

 The Duke easily transposes didactic literature for Ovidian erotic education. 

Directly following Charlot's reading of Myrrha, the text notes, the Duke was "not at a loss 

how to interpret the agitation of a girl who knew no hypocrisy" and, in comforting her 

response to the story, gave her "by that dangerous commerce (her soul before prepared to 

softness), new and unfelt desires."62 The preparation of Charlot is central to the effective 

use of Ovid. The Duke easily reads Charlot since he trained her to "[know] no 

hypocrisy." The Duke acts out the seduction during this comforting. The inverse of her 

soul being "prepared to softness" by virtuous didactic materials means the lack of 

exposure to anything else leads her to be unprepared against hardness—or the Duke's 

lack of virtue, lack of honesty, active deception even. If the Duke's sexuality is described 

previously in pathogenic terms, Charlot needed to be innoculated by Ovid-like materials 

before this seduction. The Duke's physical seduction following his comforting is litanized 

("the tremblings of his limbs! the glorious sparkles from his guilty eyes!" etc) before the 

text notes such physical markers of passion were "things all new to her that had never 

seen, heard, or read before of those powerful operations struck from the fire of the two 

meeting sex."63 The Duke's kisses are then described as a "new and lazy poison" that 

"[spreads] swiftly and imperceptibly through all her veins," picking up on the earlier 

language of diseased, contagion sexuality.64 Charlot is expected to continue her education 

 
62 Manley, The New Atalantis, 36. 
63 Manley, The New Atalantis, 36. 
64 Manley, The New Atalantis, 36. 
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while the Duke returns to court with "the most dangerous books of love—Ovid, Petrarch, 

Tibullus."65 She is described as "indefatigable in reading" and finally becomes "so great a 

proficient" in the arts of love "that nothing of the theory was a stranger to her."66 As 

Ballaster points out, "Charlot's 'education', it appears, has only been into the business of 

being educable," and that she "as easily and eagerly learns the tricks of the courtesan as 

she did the virtues of the wife."67 Charlot quickly masters Ovid's art of love. 

 Charlot befriends a Countess who attempts to give a more reasonable female 

education: an economic education, which is neither strictly virtuous nor amorous. She is a 

widow, not a virgin, and this position allows her to occupy a space between the two types 

of education Charlot has thus far received. The Countess is perplexed by the passion 

between Charlot and the Duke, which allows her to push Charlot to advocate for marriage 

and financial security. She even gives Charlot reading assignments, instructing her to 

"read the history of Roxelana who, by her wise address brought an imperious sultan, 

contrary to the established rules of the seraglio, to divide with her the royal throne."68 In 

this suggestion, the Countess likens Charlot to a courtesan who still negotiates equality in 

a patriarchal, polygamous court. It seems too late for the Countess's more measured 

female education; Charlot is incapable of any indifference to re-cultivate the Duke's 

wavering attention.69 Charlot leaves the Duke following one final emotional outburst, and 

 
65 Manley, The New Atalantis, 37. 
66 Manley, The New Atalantis, 37. 
67 Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 133. 
68 Manley, The New Atalantis, 41. 
69 Ballaster writes of this scene Charlot "seems impervious to the reading direction of any but her mentor 
lover" Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 134.  
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the Duke proposes marriage to the Countess on their way in from waving off Charlot's 

carriage.  

 Charlot's end is bleak.70 She is said to spend "the remainder of her life" in a 

"continued scene of horror, sorrow and repentance."71 She becomes a myth like that of 

Myrra. Her narrative concludes with: "she died a true landmark to warn all believing 

virgins from shipwracking their honour upon (that dangerous coast of rocks) the vows 

and pretended passion of mankind."72 There is meta-fictionality in this final thought. 

Charlot's story warns in a way that Myrra's cannot. Delarivier Manley's story outstrips 

Ovid's. The warnings surrounding Myrra's fable are easily ignored for the seduction: both 

the seduction within the text (of Myrra seducing her father) and the seduction in reading 

the text (or the affective response a reader experiences when reading Ovid). Ros Ballaster 

writes of this quote, "Charlot's story is both the story of a landmark and a landmark story 

in Manley's text, in that it is an exemplary tale of seduction and betrayal to or from which 

all subsequent stories in the novel correspond or diverge."73 Ballaster characterizes this 

story as "one of a woman's total subjection to the control of a male patriarch, and her 

inability to resist or seize control of the text he writes for her life" and that Charlot's 

"inability to see through fiction" makes her "both an ideal and a doomed 'reader' of the 

amatory/political plot."74 Ballaster points out that Charlot "[misreads] the text of her own 

 
70 Kay Chronister highlights the Duke and Charlot as a key "seduction-betrayal fantasy" which is 
"distinguishable from other narratives of transgressive sexuality in the text by the presence of a power-and-
knowledge inequality between seducer and seduced" Kay Chronister, "'A True Landmark to Warn': 
Seduction-Betrayal and the Recognition of History in Delarivier Manley's The New Atalantis" Eighteenth-
Century Fiction 34, no. 3 (2022): 269-285, 274. 
71 Manley, The New Atalantis, 45. 
72 Manley, New Atalantis, 45. 
73 Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 132.  
74 Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 132, 134. 
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love affair" and "can only be a victim in this amatory system because he or she cannot see 

the code as a code."75 Manley, and other amatory fiction authors, had large female 

readerships. They had the attention of an audience that sorely needed to be shown shows 

this "code." Toni Bowers emphasizes that Charlot has not had access to "any writing like 

Manley's own."76 Charlot's story foregrounds education and reading, so that Manley's 

reader cannot help but to consider the way in which the in-text readers are reading. 

Returning one final time to the language of pathogen present throughout Charlot's story, 

amatory fiction holds the potential to serve as inoculation for the most disordered texts. 

Charlot's story can vaccinate against Ovidian sexuality when there has been no previous 

exposure, and therefore protect a female reader from falling fully into an enticing illness. 

 The Mercenary Lover is a novella by Eliza Haywood which similarly features a 

male guardian character putting Ovid into a virgin woman reader’s hand to re-educate her 

for his illicit purposes. Eliza Haywood re-writes the situation of the Duke and Charlot 

with even more dire results. Her female protagonist is more punished even though her 

incestuous match with her sister's spouse makes her less related.77 Mercenary Lover 

opens with Miranda and the rakish Clitander marrying. Miranda is co-inheritor with her 

sister, Althea, to a great estate. Miranda immediately reconstitutes herself into what she 

sees as a wife, beginning to "dress, look, speak, and act in every Thing as became a 

Person of the Station she had taken on."78 This alteration is appreciated by Clitander who 

 
75 Ballaster, Seductive Forms, 134. 
76 Bowers, Force or Fraud, 174. 
77 John Fry argues the case that brother-in-laws marrying their deceased wives' sisters should not be 
considered incest in the 1756 tract; John Fry, The Case of Marriages Between Near Kindred Particularly 
Considered, With Respect to the Doctrine of Scripture, the Law of Nature, and the Laws of England 
(London, 1756). Even so, John Fry admits that marriages between guardians and their wards is unnatural.  
78 Eliza Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, in Selected Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, ed. Paula 
Backsheider, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 126. All subsequent references to this edition.  
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then "appear'd the most indulging Husband, as she did the most obliging Wife"; together 

they are viewed as "the most exemplary Patterns of Conjugal Affection."79 Unfortunately 

for Miranda, this change is only skin deep for Clitander. The novel describes pair: "'Tis 

certain, indeed, that on one Side the Felicity was sincere and Compleat, Miranda truly 

lov'd, and believ'd herself as well belov'd; but alas! where is the Skill to trace, or Rules to 

reach the unfathomable Heart of artful Man, practis'd in Wiles, experienc'd in Deceit?"80 

Clitander only loves strategem and, beyond all else, money. Clitander is concerned that 

he is married to a co-heiress and greed urges him to scheme to procure the inheritance 

promised to Althea as well. Althea has promised that she has no interest in marriage and 

means to leave her fortune to Miranda and Clitander's offspring. However, this plan does 

not seem secure enough for Clitander, who worries Althea may change her mind as she is 

young and beautiful. Clitander considers multiple plots to secure Althea's half of the 

fortune before deciding to trick her into what he sees as the most secure means of 

procuring her money: seducing her into loving him. 

 As with the Duke in New Atalantis, Clitander turns to Ovid and similar 

scandalous readings to present an alternative education to the virtuous female mind. The 

text notes that the "first Step he made towards the Accomplishment of this barbarous 

Enterprize," was to bring her reading materials knowing she was "naturally a great Lover 

of Reading."81 The text describes these books as "neither Religion, Philosophy, nor 

Morality" but instead as "certain gay Treaties."82 These books contain the ability to 

 
79 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 126. 
80 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 126. 
81 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 130. 
82 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 130. 
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"insensibly melt down the Soul, and make it fit for amorous Impressions."83 Included in 

such authors are "the Works of Ovid, the late celebrated Rochester, and many other of 

more modern Date."84 Ovid—and Rochester who is called the Ovid of his time—is said 

to "melt down the soul." The word "melted" is repeated during the seduction. For 

instance, following Clitander admitting his amorous intent to Althea, she is in such a state 

of confusion with "Fear, Shame, and Wonder" competing with "the softer Inclinations" 

but ultimately "all dissolv'd and melted down by that superior Passion."85 The repetition 

of the word "melt" underscores the success of Ovid (and Ovidian Rochester) in 

reconstructing Althea into the objects of lust and stratagem in such works. We will see 

the word "melted" in Haywood's Love in Excess discussed later in this chapter, 

demonstrating that it is an important word to Haywood. "Melted" carries a sexual 

implication to Haywood; in many scenes the word "melted" is repeated when writing 

about a seduction. Focusing on the word "melted" bears out the type of Hobbesian mind-

body connection of concern when thinking about seductive literature. 'Melting' describes 

a candle, unlike 'burning' which describes a flame. The word 'melting' then leads readers 

to think about the material concerns of a candle, aligning with the body. When melting, 

all the wax remains present, it just becomes a new form, and an unpractical form. A 

melted candle loses its utilitarian purpose. If reading sparks the flame of desire in a 

reader's imagination, what becomes of the melted body of a reader in the throes of 

passion?  

 
83 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 130.  
84 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 130. 
85 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 134. 
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 No description of Clitander's loving is without art modifying it. Clitander calls 

upon all of the arts of love each with such artifice. His eyes are described as "well 

instructed" as they "shoot Glances of an unuterable Tenderness" or that whenever he 

speaks to her "it was in the fondest, most endearing Terms that Love and Wit cou'd 

form."86 Later, during the scene of seduction Clitander is described in saying, "he had no 

sooner pronounc'd these Words than he threw himself upon her Bosom, where, if the 

present Emotions of his Desires did not convulse him with real Agonies, he counterfeited 

them so well, that a Woman more experienc'd in thsoe Racks of struggling Impatiencies 

than was Althea, might easily have mistaken them for Natural."87 It is not merely that 

Clitander uses Ovid as a tool for erotic manipulation; he has indeed read Art of Love and 

mastered its precepts. Nothing Clitander does is described as natural in feeling nor action. 

Instead, his love is art in the eighteenth-century definition to the term, as oppositional to 

nature.  

 Mercenary Lovers, like New Atalantis, presses down upon how vulnerable Althea 

is because she has only been educated in virtue, and therefore is without inoculation 

against rakish stratagem. Althea finds herself "wholly incapable of defending the Cause 

of Virtue against those Arguments which his superior Wit and Genius brought, began to 

think, indeed, that what he said was just."88 This quote puts virtue directly against "Wit 

and Genius," with Clitander's wit coming out as superior. Mercenary Lover directly 

aligns Althea's virtuous education to ignorance. First it describes Clitander's advances in 

saying, "had she accustom'd herself to receive Addresses of that Nature, she wou'd have 

 
86 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 131. 
87 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 134. 
88 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 131. 
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presently known to have been the Effects of that Passion which is commonly call'd 

Love."89 Althea is described as incapable of reading Clitander's artfulness, stating 

whenever he spoke to her "it was in the fondest, most endearing Terms that Love and Wit 

cou'd form" but that she was "so innocent, so unexperienc'd... in the destructive Passion 

and betraying Wiles of Man, that all these Symptoms were not sufficient to alarm, nor 

warn her of the Danger."90 Althea became ""all disolv'd, lost in a Tide of Love before she 

imagin'd herself threaten'd by even its most distant Approaches."91 Althea's lack of 

"[accustoming]" herself is what makes her the perfect victim to Clitander's artfulness. He 

uses Ovidian writing as early tools, then completes the destruction through practicing the 

type of love mastered from reading such works in the first place. If readers like Althea—

or Charlot—had exposure to authors like Haywood and Manley, they would safely be 

"accustom'd" to such "Addresses of that Nature" without any risk of bodily harm. In 

effect, the candle can burn without melting when reading is the source of desire. 

 Clitander's use of Ovid to melt and re-form Althea allows him a deeper, more 

penetrating violation than bodily rape. He is the authority on Althea, even above herself. 

The text notes that he correctly identifies her desire before she does, and this knowledge 

allows him to carry his plan further. Clitander is said to "read the State of her Mind in the 

soft Languishments of her shining Eyes, and in her balmy Sights, when presuming on the 

Authority of a Brother, he sometimes took her in his Arms, felt the Alteration he had 

made, and was too well convinc'd that his Work was compleated; and he had nothing 

 
89 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 131. 
90 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 131. 
91 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 131. 
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now to do, but to declare himself, and boldly seize his Wishes."92 Clitander is described 

as able to "read" her state of mind through her physical features. This reading 

demonstrates the Hobbesian theory that the passions may be read on the body. Clitander 

is reading her body to determine her feelings and taking that arousal to mean consent. 

But, more importantly, with the use of Ovid he has indeed altered those very feelings. 

Where she began the novella wanting to remain a virgin, she now wants to have an affair 

with her brother-in-law. It is the "Alteration he had made" and "his Work" leaving him 

nothing "to do" but take what he has made his. This usurption of Althea's inner self is 

more dangerous than bodily rape, in fact. Clitander has altered her very will to give 

herself to him freely, to accept his authority over her own, and to hold no dominion over 

herself. All a woman has in the eighteenth-century British marriage market is the right to 

refusal, and Clitander strips Althea of that. 

 As with Charlot and the Duke, the difference in gender educations is pivotal to 

Althea's fall. Clitander executes his evil plans relying largely upon the most elementary 

abilities of male education: the Latin tongue. Clitander befriends an apothecary and 

spends a great deal of time in the shop asking him about the potions within the shop. This 

"Intelligence" joins with "his own Understanding in the Latin Tongue" to make him 

"perfectly acquainted with the Name and Nature" of the drugs available in such a shop. 

Meanwhile, Althea has undergone the formal education available to girls and young 

women. The novella notes that her sister, Miranda, returns to where she and Althea had 

received their education, meaning they travelled and stayed outside of their parent's home 

for schooling. Here, Haywood revises Manley again. Althea has had more than an 

 
92 Haywood, The Mercenary Lover, 132. 
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education in virtue, though all female education is grounded in virtue to a large degree. 

Yet, that education continues to lack any sexual-cultural component and therefore is an 

insufficient match to gentlemen's education, where they read, translate, and imitate Ovid. 

It is during Miranda's trip to this site of education that Clitander enacts his plan to "boldly 

seize his Wishes" with Althea. This timing underscores Haywood's point about the 

insufficiency of female education. The text takes special care to note that these are not 

uneducated women, underscoring it by explicitly reminding the reader of their education 

during the time when Althea is most vulnerable to Clitander. In this attempt, however, 

Clitander is unsuccessful. Althea reads something untrue in Clitander's countenance 

causing her to doubt him and unravel his scheme just in time. Yet, Clitander's success in 

manipulating Althea's interiority proves more successful than this one attempt's failure. 

Althea ultimately returns to Clitander, convincing herself of his good intentions, 

ultimately becoming pregnant by him before being poisoned by him. 

 In revising Manley, Haywood writing Mercenary Lovers seventeen years later 

shows a more pressing need for revising female education. The novel as an emerging 

genre is developing into a more solid form, and Haywood's works fight for what women's 

writing can offer to this field. That both works feature scenes highlighting the clash of 

education between genders, in addition to the general emphasis of women's education, 

demonstrates the potential of amatory fiction. Manley and Haywood do not condemn 

Ovid. In fact, part of their proposed education for women ultimately includes Ovid. 

Manley and Haywood show what an equal battlefield of reading could look like if women 

readers come to Ovid themselves. 
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4.3 Women Assuming Control Over Ovid's Works  

 Delarivier Manley and Eliza Haywood do not always leave their female 

characters defenseless against Ovid's art of love. In Manley's Memoirs of Europe vol II 

(1710) and Haywood's Love in Excess (1719-20) and Memoirs of a Certain Island 

Adjacent to the Kingdom of Utopia (1725), women readers demonstrate previous 

knowledge of Ovid that allows them to manipulate an amorous encounter to serve their 

desired outcome. These female characters do not end their stories dead or abandoned, 

thus presenting an alternative outcome for a female reader of Ovid. 

 Delarivier Manley's Memoirs of Europe, like New Atalantis, is a frame narrative 

with interpolated stories set in an imagined version of Ancient Rome. Ovid appears this 

time in the hands of Thais [Mrs Bl—t], wife to [Mr Bl—t] and mistress to Cicero [Ld S—

rs] who schemes equally as well as most amatory fiction rakes. 93  Manley addresses the 

female reader in the preface, noting "The Entertainment being to a Lady, there's not so 

much of the Politick as in the first Part"—though of course it, like all of Manley's novels, 

is full of the veiled political satire that had her briefly imprisoned following the 

publication of New Atalantis. The gossip table frame consists of the divinely beautiful 

Princess Ethelinda and some visiting gentlemen. Ethelinda asks the party if she may 

"intrude a little with [her] Woman's Curiosity to enquire first what is become of your 

Patrician Cicero's Amours?"94 Ethelinda is interested following a trip to the hot Baths 

 
93 The key to Memoirs of Europe notes that Cicero is, Thais is, and Clodius is Mr Bl—t. There are 
additional clues in the key, such as Thais's sister being Mrs Anne Fanshaw, Thais's mother is Sir R. 
Fanshawe's Wife, and her father as Late Ld Fanshaw. Delarivier Manley, Memoirs of Europe, Vol 2, in The 
Novels of Mary Delariviere Manley, ed. Patricia Köster, (Gainsville: Scholars Facsimiles & Reprints, 
1971). All subsequent references to this edition.   
94 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 53-4.  
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where she met Thais and wondered what he could see in her or what two "ancient 

Lovers" could still enjoy in one another. Loyalty becomes the moral of the story, 

eventually, even as scandal follows the characters.   

 One of the gentlemen, Albinus, begins the story of Cicero, Thais, and Thais's 

husband, Clodius. Cicero rises through the ranks of political office from plebian to 

working closely with Caesar. His friend Clodius is unambitious, but then marries the 

overly ambitious Thais. She pressures Clodius to spend above their means to the extent 

that he eventually is removed to debtor's prison. While in prison, Clodius instructs Thais 

to approach Cicero to repay a debt and therefore release Clodius from debtor's prison. 

Cicero, who is in an overly amorous mood after reading a commendatory poem about 

himself, instead finds himself in the rare mood to begin an affair with Thais. Thais 

accepts a palace from Cicero leaving Clodius with no means of finding her. Thais and 

Cicero continue their affair which is eventually leaked. Clodius's creditors believe they 

can get Thais to repay Clodius's debt, eventually procuring this money. The story does 

not end happily for Clodius, who remained devoted to Thais. Cicero eventually puts an 

end to Clodius's creditors using Thais as a means for repayment of debts, stating that all 

that is Thais's is really Cicero's. Clodius is then transported to "some Land unknown" 

never to be heard from again.95 Thais, as we have known since the start of the tale, is seen 

at the hot baths of Persia. Though her aged state renders her physically unattractive, she 

still reaps the benefits of Cicero's unwavering attachment. 

 Manley's definition of female education is at odds with itself within Memoirs of 

Europe. Thais's mother was mistress to Caesar. Caesar "took all women into his 

 
95 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 106. 
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Embraces," not excepting Thais's mother, however she knew how to pivot the sexual 

attention into career advancement as her husband—but really she—is given the position 

"Embassador of Iberia."96 Thais's mother, through her own career and amatory ambitions, 

neglected the education of her children. The text explicitly notes Thais's mother "cou'd 

not be supposed to mind what she call'd the Drudgery of the Sex" and left the "Education 

of Children" to themselves.97 However, later Thais is said to "not forget her Birth and 

extravagant Education" when faced with her husband's lack of ambition.98 The 

extravagant education is not one of formal education—which would be woefully 

incomplete for a woman anyways. Instead, it must be the "extravagant Education" Thais 

receives by watching her mother begin an affair with an important political figure to 

achieve what she values most: power.  

 This seeming tension between definitions of education is not accidental. I believe 

it is entirely intentional that Manley notes Thais's lack of education and her "extravagant 

Education" only five pages apart. Thais clearly observes her mother and makes 

emendations based on what she perceives. She begins her own affair with a high-ranking 

political official, Cicero, and neglects her own husband, Clodius. Thais observes Caesar 

grow tired and dodge her mother at every opportunity; the text labels Thais's mother as 

"impertinent" three times in two pages. Thais notes that her "little Experience" gave her 

the insight that she "should quickly be an useless Article of Expence to her old 

Statesman" and that when she should become "more in quality of a Nurse than a 

 
96 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 66. 
97 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 67. 
98 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 72.  
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Mistress" she resolves that "she could but Reign, no matter by what Methods!"99 It is in 

this resolution that Thais combines her cultural education of her mother's experience as a 

powerful diplomat with the seductive education of her mother as a powerful, but 

eventually faltering, mistress. 

 Thais uses Ovid for her own erotic manipulation. When Thais is no longer able to 

catalyze desire with her physical appearance due to age, Ovid is put into play to mentally 

seduce Cicero. The novel describes the physical seduction being outsourced to "half 

naked, dazling Beauties" that are "new and 'till then unseen."100 Thais narrates the actions 

of the seduction these virgin beauties enact on Cicero, verbalizing the physical actions 

carried out by by her trained women. In this narration, she chooses to skip description of 

their eyes and mouths and instead directs Cicero to each woman's "firm, swelling snow 

Breast, the turn of Limbs, the tapered Waist, and those unseen Beauties which she as 

industriously disclos'd as others conceal."101 In a metafictional moment, descriptions of 

eyes and mouths are typically detailed in amatory fiction. However, Thais points her 

audience, Cicero, only to the most direct sources of sexual desire, pushing the boundary 

of what amatory fiction and pornography. Then, as Cicero begins to physically engage 

with these women, Thais "wou'd read Pieces more loose than Ovid in all his flow of 

Love."102 Memoirs uses Ovid intertextually to bring to the reader's mind the lewd works 

Thais uses but ultimately surpasses. Not only does Thais surpass Ovid in an art of love, 

finding works that are "more loose," but Manley as author does as well. Manley's writerly 

 
99 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 95-6. 
100 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 96-7. 
101 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 97. 
102 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 97. 
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creation, the character Thais, surpasses Ovid's creations, and so Manley surpasses Ovid 

as an author. Further, the act of reading is central to Thais's imagined seduction, and this 

imagined seduction is superior to the nameless virgins' physicality. Whereas physical 

desirability is transient, Thais elevates her seduction to the level of imagination and 

makes herself irreplaceable in so doing. In conjuring such a scene, Manley flexes her own 

ability to seduce a reader. She, too, is able to spark desire at the imagination level, just as 

Thais does to Cicero and Ovid's work does to his reader.  

 Thais's is called an instructor in the "Arts of loose lascivious Love," drawing upon 

Ovid's The Art of Love.103 She is previously said to surpass Ovid in reading pieces more 

"loose than Ovid in all his flow of Love," and here too his The Art of Love is a benchmark 

which she surpasses in promiscuity. She takes an important role of instructor, like Ovid's 

praeceptor narrator in The Art of Love. Thais is noted as to "not so much study to 

embellish her own Charms, as how to preserve the relish of Charms in [Cicero]!"104 This 

use of the word "study" highlights Thais's (and Manley's) broadened definition of 

education: that Thais becomes a student—and eventual teacher—of the "Arts of loose 

lascivious Love."105 It is up to Thais to "secretly [train]" the virgins who comprise the 

physical aspect of Cicero's seduction. She is called the virgins' "Corrupter" and that they 

are "instructed" with "mighty Costs and Pains" to "Dance, to Sing, to talk lasciviously of 

Love, to show their polish'd Limbs, all supple and advantageously disposed, to raise a 

warmth in the half dying Lover."106 Thais as a praeceptor-like character differs in Ovid in 

 
103 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 98 
104 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 95-6. 
105 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 98. 
106 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 97. 
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one keyway: as instructing women how to seduce one (half dying) man instead of Ovid's 

praecepter speaking to a broad, male audience on how to find and seduce women 

generally. However, the two praeceptors do not differ in who is meant to reap pleasure: 

men. Thais and the virgins' sexual pleasure is never mentioned. Instead, Thais's costs and 

pains to train her virgins results in what she considers a superior pleasure, economic 

security and proximity to power. Thais learned from her mother power, influence, and 

financial stability are greater than transient love and desire.  

 Thais is so successful in surpassing Ovid in her own "flow of Love" that Cicero 

"confess[es] Thais the Mistress of the World, for new and unthought Enjoyments, and 

rewarded her with ten times a larger Hand, for that Bliss she procur'd him by others, than 

for what ever she had bestow'd upon him of her own."107 Thais's place in this scene, 

reading the works looser than Ovid's and describing the women with her own creative 

work, elevates her beyond bawd. She takes a key place in the seduction herself, beyond 

procuring and training the women who enact the intercourse. Thais, like her mother, 

partakes in a global economy. Whereas her mother's "Hemisphere of Glory" was Iberia, 

Thais imports young women when they are "too Young to have a true Sense of Decency 

or Vertue," and when Cicero tires of the women she exports them 'to be "Slaves to the 

Islands that were subjected to the Empire."108 And just when you assume Cicero and 

Thais are the villains of this story, the story closes noting how enviable of a lover Cicero 

is in saying, "What Lady can hear this Relation, and not desire to have it concluded with 

a Panegyrick upon Lord Cicero, for being so true, so inimitable a Lover?"109 This final 

 
107 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 97. 
108 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 66. 
109 Manley, Memoirs of Europe, 106. 
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question provides the contemporary reader with insight into how to feel about these 

characters. At the beginning of the narrative Thais may be described by Ethelinda in 

physically grotesque terms, but the group must agree that she was successful in 

constructing an astounding level of constancy from a politically powerful man.  

 Like Delarivier Manley, Eliza Haywood's view on education—and especially 

female education—frequently appears in the plots of her novels. The least protected 

young women are those who have an incomplete education and are left to the care of 

educated men. Haywood's heroines overwhelmingly begin their journeys in being 

described as uneducated.110 This lack of education leaves them vulnerable in the world.  

 Lack of education is indeed the foremost problem for the female protagonist of 

Love in Excess, Melliora. Melliora is described by her father as an “unexperienced youth” 

who must be looked after to not “fall into those snares which are daily laid for 

 
110 Fantomina is described as being "bred for the most Part in the Country, or not of a Disposition to 
consider any Thing very deeply" and as a "young... Stranger to the World, and consequently to the Dangers 
of it'" Eliza Haywood, Fantomina and Other Works, (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2004), 41. Belinda 
of The British Recluse is described as a "sad Example of what Miseries may attend a Woman, who has no 
other Foundation for Belief in what her Lover says to her, than the good Opinion her Passion has made her 
concieve of him;" Eliza Haywood, The British Recluse: or, The Secret History of Cleomira, Suppos'd Dead, 
(London: Printed for D. Brown, 1722), 2. The City Jilt begins with Glicera who "knew not yet the meaning 
of those tumultuous Agitations... But he, more experienced, was not ignorant what it was" therefore he 
could not "refrain taking those Advantages which her Innocence and Love afforded him;" Eliza Haywood, 
The City Jilt in Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, Eliza 
Haywood, The City Jilt in Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, 
Eliza Haywood, The City Jilt in Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999, Eliza Haywood, The City Jilt in Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999, Eliza Haywood, The City Jilt in Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 85-6. Eovaai received a careful education from her father who had no son, but her 
father "there was nothing of which he so much endeavor'd to keep her in Ignorance as her own Charms;" 
Eliza Haywood, From Adventures of Eovaai, Princess of Ijaveo in Fiction and Drama of Eliza Haywood, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 224. Syrena of Anti-Pamela is given over emphasis on her 
education, and this education is from a mother who is the "most subtil Mistress in the Art of Decoying that 
ever was" to whom Syrena becomes a "Pupil" who "knew not only how to observe, but also to improve;" 
Eliza Haywood, Anti-Pamela in Eliza Haywood and Henry Fielding, Anti-Pamela and Shamela, ed. 
Catherine Ingrassia, (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2004), 53.  
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innocence.”111 Count D’elmont is legally no different than a brother and then a father to 

Melliora.112 Her father, Monsieur Frankville, was guardian to the Count during his 

minority and when Monsieur Frankville dies, he leaves his estate and the care of his 

daughter to the Count, making the Count her legal guardian. Again, we see Haywood 

revising Manley's character's situations: another ward is left defenseless against a 

potentially incestuous situation. In Love in Excess, however, Haywood shows the 

autodidact Melliora finding Ovid on her own terms, and ultimately persevering in the text 

due to this education.  

 Melliora is caught reading by the Count twice: once a philosophical text 

(translated by Aphra Behn) and once reading Ovid's Epistles (where Aphra Behn's 

translation also appears).113 Later in the text, the Count has the opportunity for infidelity 

when he finds himself in a space decorated featuring tapestries featuring some of Ovid's 

amatory scenes. He associates the space with Melliora immediately, showing Ovid and 

desire is connected to thoughts of her. Ultimately, the Melliora by the end of the book is 

radically altered from when her character is introduced. She undergoes the most character 

growth. When the novel begins, she is described as uneducated and in danger. By the 

end, she successfully protects her virtue from an unwanted lover before enacting a 

 
111 Haywood, Love in Excess, 85. 
112 Pollak points out that the definition of guardian and ward as "parental representatives" with its 
"concomitant assumption of the incestuousness of sexual relations between guardians and wards" was 
recent during Manley's writing of the arrangement in New Atalantis in 1709. However, it would have been 
quite accepted, and even commonplace, by the time of Haywood's Love in Excess.  
113 Scott Black observes that Haywood trains readers to use a "a new kind of identity, one based on desire." 
Collin Cook argues that reading Haywood's Love in Excess, and its depictions of "passionate intensity", 
encourage the reader "to rethink what it means to be a subject." Scott Black, "Trading Sex for Secrets in 
Haywood's Love in Excess," Eighteenth-Century Fiction, 15, no. 2 (2003):207-26, 226. Collin Cook, "Eliza 
Haywood and the Epistemological Frustrations of Embodiment," The Eighteenth-Century: Theory and 
Interpretation 62, nos. 3-4 (2021): 405-30, 407. 
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scheme to marry her desired Count. This level of stratagem doesn't seem possible of the 

Melliora the text first encounters. This type of psychological change in a character is still 

rare in early novels. For Melliora, the change is catalyzed by reading Ovid. She embarks 

on the type of cultural-sexual education for which Haywood advocates throughout her 

ouerve.  

 Love in Excess primarily follows Count D'elmont with many chances for 

interpolated stories taking up other characters' point of view. The novel comprises of 

three books; in the second book he meets the female protagonist, Melliora. She is the 

daughter of the Count's guardian, and her guardianship is inherited by the Count upon his 

death, so legally she is considered sister and daughter. Book II ends with the accidental 

murder of Alovysa by the Count. Melliora returns to the monastery from which she 

received her early education as a result. Book III finds the Count in Rome where he 

befriends Melliora's brother by chance. Upon hearing Melliora was kidnapped from the 

monastary, they go in search of her. They come upon Melliora accidentally in the home 

of a Marques who has fallen in love with Melliora. Melliora tricks the Marques into 

allowing her to marry the Count. The Count experiences many love interests throughout 

the novel: at different points he is connected to Amena, Alovysa, Melantha, Melliora, 

Ciamara, and Violetta. Yet, Melliora holds her place as the primary love interest 

following her introduction.  

 The early stages of desire between Melliora and Count D'elmont are plagued by a 

power imbalance: one that Melliora's reading of Ovid seeks to address. The description of 

the illicit and indeed illegal love the Count and Melliora share is escalated by her being 

removed to his own house and taken completely under his care. Her lack of education (as 
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noted by her father) mixes with this lack of resources, placing Melliora in a position that 

she realizes is dangerous for her, even if she desires it. The Count and his then wife 

Alovysa, decide to retire to the country bringing Melliora with them. They meet the 

Baron D'espernay and his younger sister, Melantha. One day on an outing, Melantha 

decides to entertain the company with "some verses on love" which everyone applauds 

except Melliora. Melliora uses this opportunity to argue against "giving way to love" and 

the "danger of all softning amusements."114 The elevation of desire created by Melantha's 

pastoral poetry reading is most threatening to Melliora, who would have no recourse if 

the Count becomes too inflamed and pursues his desire for Melliora while married to 

Alovysa. Though Melliora expresses equal desire for the Count, she is under his 

guardianship and depends upon—to some extent—his wife not feeling threatened by 

Melliora in their home. Melliora, then, cannot afford to become inflamed by the reading 

of love poetry in public. She cannot risk being caught in any side glances with the Count 

in front of his wife or larger company. The act of reading is established as a potentially 

hazardous tool, and even in this early instance Melliora takes control. 

 The day following this discourse, the Count is left alone in the house with 

Melliora and uses this opportunity to his advantage. Upon entering her space, he finds 

Melliora in "a most charming dishabille" which the text describes as such: 

she had but newly come from bathing, and her hair unbraided, hung down 
upon her shoulders with a negligence more beautiful than all the aids of art 
could form in the most exact decorum of dress, part of it fell upon her 
neck and breast... Het gown and the rest of her garments were white, and 
all ungirt, and loosely flowing, discovered a thousand beauties, which 
modish formalities conceal. A book lay open by her on which she had 
reclined her head, as if being tired with reading; she blushed at sight of the 
Count, and rose from off the couch with a confusion which gave new 

 
114 Haywood, Love in Excess, 106-7. 
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lustre to her charms, but he not permitting her to stir from the place she 
was in, sat down by her, and casting his eyes on the book which lay three, 
found it to be Ovid's Epistles.115  

The scene as described in a way to be post-coital. Reading Ovid, it seems, did the work of 

vigorous love-making, leaving her in this "charming dishabille" and flushed. The visual 

representation is a that of a scene where the woman has already been ravished. This exact 

moment presents one path of safety and one of danger. The safety is that of Melliora 

exploring desire alone: the self-gratifying (even masturbatory) fulfillment of pleasure 

through imagination and the written word. The danger, of course, is the intrusion of the 

Count in this moment of heightened desire, as if Ovid primed Melliora for the Count. The 

Count knows he is alone in the house with Melliora, but the text does not hint at whether 

Melliora believed herself home alone or alone with the Count.   

 The Count is "pleased with the discovery" of Melliora reading Ovid. He takes 

back up the debate she began the day before when she inveighed against the love poetry 

in Melantha's pocket-book. The Count asks Melliora "How madam,... dare you, who the 

other day so warmly inveighed against writings of this nature, trust your self with so 

dangerous an amusement? How happens it, that you are so suddenly come over to our 

party?"116 Melliora grows "more disordered."117 The Count's amusement versus 

Melliora's disorder demonstrate a movement of power. The Count sees Ovid in her hands 

and the state of her arousal in reading Ovid and knows that the seduction is impending. In 

an earlier scene in the novel, the Count intrudes upon her reading the philosophical tome 

(translated by Aphra Behn) The Plurality of World's. Though there is flirtation in this 

 
115 Haywood, Love in Excess, 108. 
116 Haywood, Love in Excess, 108. 
117 Haywood, Love in Excess, 108. 
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earlier scene, it is not nearly as provocative and tension building as this interruption of 

reading: because reading Ovid is a particular experience of seduction already. It is, as 

Count calls it, a "dangerous amusement." Even so, Melliora, having read Ovid on her 

own, takes control of the situation and instead of it becoming a scene of seduction, it is 

one of philosophical disputation. 

 Melliora first attempts to distance herself from the seduction through distancing 

herself from Ovid. She responds to the Count saying:  

Indeed my lord... it was chance rather than choice, that directed 
this book to my hands, I am yet far from approving subjects of this 
kind, and believe I shall be ever so. Not that I can perceive any 
danger in it, as to my self; the retirement I have always lived in, 
and the little propensity I find to entertain a thought of that uneasie 
passion, has hitherto secured me from any prepossession, without 
which, Ovid's art is vain.118  

Melliora calls the interaction with the book "chance rather than choice" as if she did not 

actively consent to reading it. Further, the repetition of the word "danger" here belies the 

actual danger, even as Melliora attempts to dispute it. The Count, in a rather tongue-in-

cheek way, calls Ovid a "dangerous amusement" whereas Melliora undercuts this danger 

in distancing herself from any amusement or fun to be had in reading Ovid. Though she 

is reading Epistles, part of Melliora's defense of reading Ovid is that she is immune to 

Ovid's art, invoking The Art of Love. To Melliora, Ovid's art is vain: which could mean 

the art of Ovid's writing or could mean the art of love Ovid describes, that is the 

stratagem employed to seduce a woman.  

 The Count, and Melliora, argue that there is something inherent in Ovid and 

similar books that serve as "preparatives to love" or begin the work of seduction on the 

 
118 Haywood, Love in Excess, 108. 
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imagination level. The Count underscores Melliora's argument from the day previous to 

prove something about Ovid's works. The Count retorts, "Nay madam... now you 

contradict your former argument, which was that these sort of books were, as it were, 

preparatives to love, and by their softening influence melted the soul, and made it fit for 

amorous impressions, and so far, you certainly were in the right, for when once the fancy 

is fixed on a real object, there will be no need of auxiliary forces, the dear idea will 

spread itself thro' every faculty of the soul, and in a moment inform us better, than all the 

writings of the most experienced poets, could do in an age."119 The word "melted" here, 

as previously discussed in The Mercenary Lover discussion, demonstrates the potential of 

reading Ovid and amatory fiction. In a later scene where the Count attempts to carry out a 

seduction attempt: he imagines Melliora as lying "in sweet confusion—fearing—

wishing—melting."120 Ovid's work "melting" the virtuous women (both Melliora and 

Althea of Mercenary Lover) shows that they are different people after reading Ovid. The 

candle when melted is a new form altogether. For Melliora, this different person is one 

interested in pursuing her desire. The scene previous witnesses Melliora arguing down 

the passions. Following reading Ovid's work, Melliora spends the novel alluring then 

withdrawing from the Count to retain his romantic interest in a way that his wife, or his 

earlier love interests, could not.    

 Melliora reminds the Count (and the by extension Haywood's reader) that there is 

instruction within Ovid's Epistles to keep on guard against a lover. Melliora responds to 

the Count's above retort in saying, "I am utterly unambitious of any learning this way, 

 
119 Haywood, Love in Excess, 108. 
120 Haywood, Love in Excess, 139. 
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and shall endeavour to retain in memory, more of the misfortunes that attended the 

passion of Sappho, than the tender, tho' never so elegant expressions it produced. And if 

all readers of romances took this method, the votaries of Cupid would be fewer, and the 

dominion of reason more extensive."121 As previously discussed, Haywood is extremely 

interested in female education and writing about love and desire in a way that both 

entertains and instructs her reader. In this first novel, she seems to be establishing this 

precedent in ventriloquizing such instruction through Melliora. The presence of the word 

"learning" highlights the importance of reading amorous texts, both Haywood's and 

Ovid's. Indeed, Melliora learns how to pursue her desire more successfully than most of 

Haywood heroines.  

  In a later seduction scene, one where Melliora is physically absent, Ovid also 

becomes a critical intertext. The Count travels to Rome following his wife's murder and 

his separation from Melliora. There, the Count is pursued by noble women Ciamara and 

Violetta at different times. He repeatedly maintains a commitment to Melliora though he 

is tempted. During one such critical temptation the Count is lured into Ciamara's space 

which is decorated in tapestries displaying amorous moments found in Ovid's 

Metamorphoses. This space is described as being "covered with tapestry" which features 

"a great number of amorous stories."122 These amorous stories include "a naked Venus 

sporting with Adonis," "the love-transformed Jupiter, just resuming his shape, and 

rushing to the arms of Leda," "the seeming chast Diana embracing her entranced 

Endimion," and "the god of soft desires himself, wounded with an arrow of his own, and 

 
121 Haywood, Love in Excess, 108. 
122 Haywood, Love in Excess, 205. 
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snatching kisses from the no less enamoured Psyche."123 Venus and Adonis appear in 

Book X of Metamorphoses. Jupiter and Leda appear in Ovid's Amores (Book II, Elegy 

IV). Diana and Endymion appear in Ovid's Art of Love (Book III: 83). Only the story of 

Cupid and Psyche do not appear in Ovid's works, but rather in Apuleius's Metamorphoses 

translated into English as The Golden Ass. Across Ovid's works, including the ones 

mentioned above, consensual sex is difficult to come by. Yet, here in this final reference 

to Ovid, the stories featured are exceptional in featuring amorous stories where both 

parties are equally desiring of the sexual contact.  

 As with the reading of Ovid's Epistles, the Count's reading of the tapestries in this 

ornate space catalyzes an affective response. The space conjures the physically absent 

Melliora, tying her through Ovid and amorous tales to Count's imagination. He thinks, 

"How heavenly... would be this place, if I expected Melliora here!"124 The beginning of 

the above quote demonstrates the connective work, as he "could not forbear giving truce 

to his more serious reflections." Quite literally, the amorous stories on the wall take 

control of Count D'elmont's psychology and prioritize a physical response. He is now in 

primed for amorous desire and immediately associates that desire with Melliora. Ciamara 

attempts to use this amorous state to her advantage as she endeavors to seduce the Count. 

He resists this seduction stating he is "already bound, not with the weak tyes of vows or 

formal obligations, which confine no farther than the body, but with inclination!"125 The 

formal language of marriage does not compare to the mind-body connection of 

inclination. Melliora has been attached to these Ovidian stories previously, so much so 

 
123 Haywood, Love in Excess, 205-6. 
124 Haywood, Love in Excess, 206. 
125 Haywood, Love in Excess, 210. 
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that the viewing of the tapestries conjures her easily to the Count's memory and his body 

and mind agree to withstand a seduction attempt from another woman. 

 Melliora coming to Count D'elmont's mind in this Ovidian space demonstrates her 

success in taking charge of her own cultural and sexual education. Melliora is first caught 

reading Plurality of Worlds, leaving the exchange completely disoriented and unsure how 

to navigate such flirtatious exchanges with a person she reflects on in thinking "how dear 

the person she had so much cause to fear" was to her. When she is read the pastoral 

poetry, she feels she must take a hard stance against desire to completely deter the Count, 

though she secretly reciprocates his desire. The following day, upon reading Ovid she 

uses words like "learning" and "art" and from there seems more capable of navigating her 

own desire. Finally, she comes to the Count's mind easily when viewing scenes of Ovid's 

consensual amatory narratives.  

 The Melliora we meet at the end of Book III exhibits immense growth from the 

Melliora we meet at the beginning of Book II. In both instances she is in equally 

precarious—and very similar—positions; she is left on her own with men who desire her, 

first the Count later the Marquess. Melliora cannot be called naive and uneducated to the 

ways of the culture surrounding her by the end of the novel. She manipulates the social 

situations in the conclusion of the novel to protect herself from the threat of forced sexual 

assault from the Marquess, as she expresses the concern that his kidnapping of her leaves 

her open to such an assault. She then proceeds to enter a tricky verbal contract with the 

Marquess where he has no choice but to surrender her to her desired Count D'elmont. The 

Count D'elmont was in a contractual but loveless marriage at the time he meets Melliora, 

but with Melliora he articulates that he is bound to her by "inclination" which he places 
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above "tyes and vows." This distinction highlights Melliora's success in securing the 

object of her desire more successfully than Alovysa. Alovysa more than any other 

character is victim to 'love in excess' as she can never force the Count's love to match her 

own. Melliora, despite beginning the novel as our ingenue, does create and sustain a 

mutual love. 

 Women can look to Ovidian female characters as heroines. Haywood's 1725 

Memoirs of a Certain Island Adjacent to the Kingdom of Utopia shows a female reader of 

Ovid who frames women's worth through Ovid's Epistles. This final example of women 

reading Ovid demonstrate the ultimate potential of Ovid in a female reader's hands. As a 

pedagogical tool, Ovid—and therefore amatory fiction as this holder of Ovid—shows a 

female reader their history and progress. In Epistles, women are the authors (though 

ultimately Ovid is author). They reclaim and rewrite wrongs persecuted against them by 

male love interests.  

 The pertinent narrative in Memoirs of a Certain Island features Masonia and the 

Count Riverius. Masonia is described as being "the only Daughter of a Gentleman" with 

a "liberal Education and a vast Fortune."126 Masonia's father chooses for her husband a 

titled man, Count Marville, who is otherwise ill-suited for Masonia. Count Marville 

publicly embarrasses Masonia by consorting with sex workers, making Masonia appear 

sexually available to other men despite being a virtuous wife. Masonia begins receiving 

letters and gifts from a secret admirer. She discovers the admirer to be Count Riverius 

and falls in love with him while separated from her husband. The story does not end well 

 
126 Eliza Haywood, Memoirs of a Certain Island Adjacent to the Kingdom of Utopia, (London: 1725), 157. 
All subsequent references to this edition.  
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for Masonia and Riverius, but Ovid appears at a critical moment where their story could 

go either way.   

 Ovid's pedagogical potential appears at a crossroad when Masonia is discovered 

reading Ovid by her meddling maid, Cocona. Unbeknownst to Masonia, Cocona is being 

paid by Count Riverius for information and to catalyze an opportunity for seduction. 

When the maid intrudes upon Masonia reading a translation of Ovid's Epistles, she sees 

an opportunity to change the instruction to fit her pecuniary goals. The maid Cocona 

voices an incredulity that the amatory reader may too express. Upon seeing Masonia 

engaged with Ovid's Epistles, Cocona questions "Do you imagine, Madam!... that any of 

the Histories contained in that Book, are truth!—for my part, I want Faith to believe there 

ever were such loving Fools."127 Masonia responds that there are "great Examples" of 

love in "this Age, as any the former could produce" and that the fewer examples 

available, the "more to be admir'd and valued."128 The language of Masonia demonstrates 

that she thinks of the heroines of the epistles as having the potential for instruction. Their 

stories have ended tragically, which is the premise of the Epistles, but they regain respect 

and even immortality writing their own stories.  

 Taking up the language of Ancient vs Modern debate, Masonia's reading of 

Helen's epistle defamiliarizes the culture in which she lives. Cocona points out that 

women are seldom admired and valued "even by the Object of their Affections" to which 

Masonia responds, "There is indeed but little Gratitude... but that is oftener owing to the 

difference of our times from those in which the Heroes of Ovid liv'd and lov'd."129 The 

 
127 Haywood, Memoirs of a Certain Island, 168. 
128 Haywood, Memoirs of a Certain Island, 168. 
129 Haywood, Memoirs of a Certain Island, 169. 
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Crime of Helen, for instance, is "not accounted of that shameful kind" whereas "in our 

more nice, and scrupulous Days, should a Woman make an Elopement from the worst of 

Men in favour of the best, she would not only be contemn'd by the World, but also 

abandon'd by her nearest Friends."130 Masonia argues that human nature has not changed 

from Ovid's time to her present, but rather the cultural perception of women's worth. 

Masonia's own marriage was a spectacle; Masonia was made notorious through her 

husband's misconduct. And yet, the general attitude of the public was to malign 

Masonia's reputation through the actions of her husband—a husband she didn't even 

choose—nonetheless. Masonia looks to the public response to Helen, who she considers 

more responsible in her own downfall and Helen's husband more worthy. In Masonia's 

own culture, now viewed through the lens of Ovid, women are not extended the same 

autonomy and respect as Helen's time, so much so that context loses import and all 

women who elope are equally vilified regardless of the husband's actions.  

 The pivotal moment of this narrative coincides with the conflict in textual 

interpretation of Ovid between Masonia and Cocona. Masonia expresses concern that 

women were revered more in history than in contemporary times whereas Cocona—to 

suit her own aims—convinces Masonia that the lesson is to cherish being beloved and 

accept the immortality Helen enjoys. Masonia is concerned with reputation in the work, 

foreshadowing the fallout of Masonia's relationship with Riverius. Cocona, on the other 

hand, in working as Riverius's agent focuses on the way in which Helen is beloved and 

immortal. The text describes Cocona's interpretation of the text as, "Finding [Masonia] in 

a Humour so fit for [Cocona's] purpose, the insinuating Wretch let not slip the 
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Opportunity: but pursuing the Discourse in as warm a manner as she durst take the liberty 

to do, at last told her she was very certain that [Masonia] was not less belov'd than any of 

those Beauties immortalized by Ovid's no less charming Lays. Nor do I think, said she, 

that you could be ingrateful to so much tender Passion, if Circumstances did not make it, 

as it were, necessary to appear so."131 This confrontation carries stakes to their "real 

world" of the text. Cocona observes Masonia's readiness to accept the pedagogical 

potential of Ovid and uses her own textual interpretation to manipulate the lesson. 

Masonia's earlier interpretation highlights that reputation matters to her. She understands 

through Ovid's writing that her reputation will suffer damages that Helen's in her own 

more forgiving culture withstood. By shifting the lesson, Cocona encourages Masonia to 

forego the lesson she learned in favor of the enjoyment of desire Helen and Paris receive 

during their elopement and Helen's lasting fame as subject of ancient authors.  

 The narrative ends poorly for Masonia and Riverius as a couple but not as 

individuals. Cocona continues to encourage them to embark upon a romantic affair when 

Masonia is separated (though not divorced). Masonia gives birth to two children out of 

wedlock, which provides Count Marville the opportunity to divorce her in a way that 

damages her reputation. Masonia, as highlighted by her reading of Ovid, views reputation 

as important and cannot withstand this loss of good community standing. She and 

Riverius undergo a public breakup which is as much of a spectacle as her mistreatment in 

her marriage. Masonia banishes the children produced from the union with Riverius, the 

only action which the text views as cruelty. And yet, she remarries a "most lovely and 

accomplish'd Chevalier" with whom she produces two daughters. Riverius returned to 
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court life unscathed. His only punishment was being prohibited from knowing where 

Masonia placed his children. The story then continues to lament the lives of Riverius's 

and Masonia's children—only they receive the punishment of the story. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 

 The physical reaction of the female-reader's body is taken up as an invective 

against the reading of amatory fiction in eighteenth-century England. It is telling, then, 

that within their amatory fiction works, Manley and Haywood embed the same concern 

and preoccupation with the body of their female-readers of Ovid. Manley and Haywood 

inveigh the critique against their own works into what they see as more dangerous 

seductive readings: those that leave women readers as powerless to the Ovidian love 

motif, which inherently benefits male sexual pursuers. If left to a naive reading of Ovid, 

the female-reader's physical reaction to Ovid's amatory works can be used against her to 

produce a Hobbesian physical consent without the full faculty of her rational mind.  

 Delarivier Manley and Eliza Haywood likewise highlight gendered education. For 

the female characters within their works, female education occurs but is frequently 

outside of the formal education of which women are excluded. Instead, Manley and 

Haywood must correct this education disparity, at least where it counts the most, to serve 

their female readers a cultural education—or more pertinently a sexual education. If 

marriage is a contract that an eighteenth-century woman is both subject and object, this 

cultural/sexual education has higher stakes than that of any formal schooling, which for 

men includes Ovid.  
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 Ovid concerns himself greatly with love and, in particular, love that is dictated by 

power imbalance. Ovidian eroticism overwhelmingly features abuse of power, as the type 

of love and desire that occurs is that between gods and mortals. The power imbalance 

between gods and mortals creates an impossibility of sexual consent. So how can women 

in a society where they are covered under the law by their father until they marry a 

husband find a means to sexual consent in essentially the same power imbalance? Ovid's 

power imbalance becomes an important teaching tool to pursue desire in a culture where 

they are as powerless as the mortals of his stories. If Manley and Haywood can teach 

their female readers the Ovidian love motif and Ovidian eroticism, their female audience 

can at least consent to playing their part, and perhaps even reverse who has the power of 

erotic manipulation.  
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5. Lovelace, Master of Metamorphoses: Ovid, Education, and Authorship 
in Samuel Richardson's Clarissa 
 
 In a letter dated June 4th, 1750 to Susanna Highmore, Samuel Richardson (1689-

1761) writes of the violence of ancient Romans. He calls them "abominable fellows, 

thieves, robbers, plunderers"; yet he also says that it is "from these banditti are our 

university-men, and dramatic-writers, to borrow their heroes."1 Richardson sees ancient 

Rome as comprised of lawless, uncivil people, and that the gentlemen who study ancient 

Roman works in university, as well as dramatic writers, counting the Roman bandits as 

"their heroes." Richardson here in one stroke criticizes the universities—which still by 

1750 meant either Oxford or Cambridge—and the writing tradition into which he enters, 

which was still dominated by such university men. The university-men and dramatic-

writers' "borrowing" of ancient Romans as "their heroes" may mean borrowing them for 

their literary works, casting the heroes of Antiquity into emergent Modern texts. 

Similarly, in a letter four years later to Benjamin Kennicott, Oxford fellow and Hebrew 

scholar, Richardson calls Kennicott's fellow university men, "Old Boy Harangues."2 It is 

no wonder, then, that Richardson casts his most famous and most evil rake, Richard 

Lovelace, as such a university-man. Richardson's critique of ancient Roman texts is 

animated in his novel Clarissa (1748), and, of the ancient works, Ovid's works become a 

particularly useful lens through which to read Clarissa. The villainous rake, Lovelace, 

and his closest correspondent, John Belford—as well as the pedantic Reverend Elias 

Brand—count Ovid as a particular favorite, quoting and referencing his works throughout 

 
1 Samuel Richardson, Selected letters of Samuel Richardson, ed. John Carroll, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1964), Letter 4 June 1750, 161. 
2 Samuel Richardson, Selected letters of Samuel Richardson, ed. John Carroll, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1964), Richardson to Kennicott, 15 July 1754 
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their correspondences, as they were first taught to do in the university. Lovelace directly 

refers to Ovid during two major moments of the text, showing that Ovid comes to his 

mind readily during his most gruesome misbehavior.   

 Clarissa is the story of a young girl, Clarissa Harlowe, who inherits a dairy farm, 

more pastorally called "the grove," from her grandfather. This inheritance is perfectly 

timed with the introduction of a potential suitor, Richard Lovelace, who was first 

engaged to her sister. Clarissa's sister, Arabella, pretends to not want to marry Lovelace 

after becoming aware of his indifference. Before the actions of the novel, Clarissa's 

brother, James, and Lovelace have had a duel which James loses. Whereas the Harlowe 

family approved of Lovelace for Arabella, and even briefly for Clarissa, James convinces 

the family that Lovelace is completely unsuitable as a suitor. James introduces a suitor 

for Clarissa named Mr Solmes who is unanimously agreed upon outside of the family as 

inappropriate. Clarissa was formerly a favorite of every family member, and her virtue 

was upheld as the Harlowes' greatest shining achievement. Her subsequent refusal to 

obey James, and by extension of James, Clarissa's father and uncles, in marrying Solmes 

then comes as a shock to all. Clarissa pleads with the family to allow her to simply 

remain single. On the night she is meant to be given to Solmes, she escapes with 

Lovelace. This escape with Lovelace leads her into increasingly unsafe situations, such as 

staying in a brothel Lovelace pretends is a regular inn. She escapes only once briefly, but 

Lovelace follows and retrieves her. Lovelace rapes her and the rest of the novel is spent 

watching Clarissa die for no apparent medical reason. Lovelace dies in a duel with 

Clarissa's cousin, Colonel Morden. The novel is told in letters, primarily between Clarissa 

and her closest friend Anna Howe, and Lovelace and his closest friend John Belford. 
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 Richardson notes that Lovelace and his other characters were intended to be 

realistic to his readers. In various letters, Richardson describes his personal background 

that allowed him to write characters that he believed to be realistic to life. For instance, in 

a letter to Aaron Hill, Richardson notes that his pattern for Lovelace was men he had 

known and that he "aimed at an uncommon" though "not quite unnatural Character."3 

Even though Lovelace regularly impersonates a pagan god of Ovid's Metamorphoses, 

Richardson felt this portrait was only a somewhat outside of the norm for actual 

university men, uncommon but not outside of the commonplace. In another 

autobiographical letter to Stinstra, dated June 2, 1753, Richardson answers the question 

of "Whence I attained this kindly-imputed Knowledge [of the Manners of Mankind]?"4 

Richardson replies that he had some correspondence with a mysterious gentleman who 

helped to shape his writing of Lovelace. Richardson then continues to describe various 

relationships with women within his neighborhood that afforded him the possibility of 

becoming to become intimately acquainted with the female psyche in order to form 

Clarissa. Richardson's desire to keep these characters realistic shows, on the one hand, 

the importance of realism to his writing, which has long been identified as important to 

novel studies.5 It also shows that Lovelace is meant to represent a type of lived 

experience for university men that Richardson identified as a problem. 

 
3 T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, Samuel Richardson: A Biography, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1971), 211.  
4 Samuel Richardson and Johannes Stinstra, The Richarson-Stinstra Correspondence, ed. William C. 
Slattery, (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1969), June 2, 1753, 26. 
5 Beginning with Ian Watt, who identifies realism as a defining characteristic of the novel. Ian Watt, The 
Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1957), 10. For a historiography on Watt's The Rise of the Novel, also see Margaret Reeves, "Telling the 
Tale of the Rise of the Novel," CLIO 30, no. 1 (2000): 25. 
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  In Richardson's earlier work, Pamela, as well as Clarissa, he shows a keen 

interest and intimacy with the female psyche. Formally, he writes epistolary novels, 

means he is often writing from the point of view of a fictional female author, a tradition 

tracing back to Ovid's Heroides. To explain the way in which he became intimate with 

women readers, Richardson explains to Stinstra that he was a "Favourite with all the 

young Women of Taste and Reading," who would employ him to read out loud while 

they did needlework and to convey his own observations on the texts he read.6 Such a 

position with the neighborhood women then grew into young Richardson being asked to 

author letters for the women to their lovers. This closeness with women, even to the point 

of impersonating them in letter writing, helps to explain Richardson's inhabiting of 

Clarissa's point of view.    

 There is a tension in Richardson's characterization of Lovelace between him being 

on one hand mythic and on the other hand realistic. Throughout this chapter, I call 

Lovelace Ovidian; I use this term as shorthand for arguing that he is both a character who 

not only emulates, but also surpasses, Ovid as a "master of metamorphoses," and that he 

resembles a character from Ovid's works. At times, he acts like a trickster god in the 

sexual pursuit of mortal women or nymphs. At other times, he acts like an author of 

metamorphoses, calling himself greater than Ovid, capable of transforming a room and its 

inhabitants in an instant. Scholars such as John Caroll, Jocelyn Harris, and Douglas 

Murray discuss Lovelace's mythic status.7 Despite this Ovidianism, Richardson was also 

committed to realism with his depiction of Lovelace.  

 
6 Richardson, Richarson to Stinstra, June 2, 1753, 26. 
7 See John Carrol "Lovelace as Tragic Hero," University of Toronto Quarterly 42 (1972): 18-19, John 
Carroll, "Richardson at Work: Revisions, Allusions, and Quotations in Clarissa," Studies in the Eighteenth 
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  I identify an anti-education critique that runs through Clarissa much in the vein 

of the critique in Richardson's letter to Susanna Highmore. In the 1750s, education was 

still exclusionary, barring women and the non-elite landowning men. Samuel Richardson 

himself reports that his own schooling was cut short. In his letters to his Dutch translator, 

that due to some "heavy Losses" his father was not able to support him "as genteelly as 

he wished in an Education proper for the Function" and that he was only given "common 

School-Learning."8 In another letter to Stinstra, Richardson notes that his "Native 

Tongue" is the only one he has "tolerable Knowledge" with an apologetic parenthetical 

that "Business and Languages, Sir, interfere too much with each other in the Learning-

time, to allow a Mastery in both."9 Even so, Richardson as a printer clearly encountered a 

great variety of sources, including Ovid. Within his list of discovered printed works is 

Ovid's Publii ovidii nasonis metamorphoseon libri xv (1730) and Ovidii nasonis 

epistolarum heroidum (1734).10  

 Richardson's critique of education is also more broadly a critique of the pagan 

texts that in the 1750s still comprises university study. This critique echoes an important 

arena in which the Ancient versus Modern debate transpires: the education of elite 

gentleman. Historical evidence shows that a gentleman like Lovelace would come to 

know Ovid through his elite education but the teaching of such texts was being debated 

 
Century 2, ed. R.F. Brissenden, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press) 1973, 53-72; Jocelyn Harris, 
"Protean Lovelace," Eighteenth-Century Fiction, Vol 2, No 4, (July 1990): pp. 327-346; Douglas Murray, 
"Classical Myth in Richardson's Clarissa: Ovid Revised," Eighteenth-Century Fiction, Vol 3 No 2, 
(January 1991): pp 113-124. Margaret Anne Doody sees myth in Clarissa, see: Margaret Anne Doody, 
"The Man Made World of Clarissa Harlowe and Robert Lovelace," in Samuel Richardson: Passion and 
Prudence, ed. Valerie Grosvener Myer, (London: Vision Press, 1986), pp 62-3.  
8 Richardson, The Richardson-Stinstra correspondence, June 2, 1753, p 24 
9 Richardson, The Richardson-Stinstra correspondence, June 2, 1753, pg. 5 
10 Keith Maslen, Samuel Richardson of London Printer: A Study of his Printing Based on Ornament Use 
and Business Accounts, (Dunedin: University of Otago, 2001), 115-6.  
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by the 1750s. In Between the Ancients and the Moderns, Joseph Levine draws out a 

conflict that defined much of Restoration and eighteenth-century England: "ancients," or 

sources from Roman and Greek antiquity, versus "modern," or newly emerging forms 

and technologies.11 This argument spilled into endless facets of culture, from agriculture 

(the georgic way of agriculture and husbandry versus modern means of improvement) to 

literary genre (imitations of classical forms versus novel forms). The argument is directly 

referenced by Lovelace, as we will come to see later, when he defends himself along the 

lines of the "ancient and modern." The debate as it plays out in the classroom is that Ovid 

and other authors of Antiquity were still the primary, if not only, object of study in the 

universities, a fact that aligned universities with Ancient in the Ancient vs. Modern 

debate. As Levine describes, "Although everyone knows that there was a classical 

ingredient in the neoclassical age, not everyone has been willing to acknowledge its 

importance in the shaping of the early modern mind... no Englishman was exempt from 

[the broad insistence that the ancient Greeks and Romans had set the supreme models and 

standards for every sort of endeavor], and while objections were raised occasionally, an 

exclusively classical education became more and more securely the foundation for all 

discussions of culture."12 This education model means that elite gentlemen with extreme 

class and financial privilege in the century, such as Lovelace, were completely immersed 

in classic texts and culture—a fact in its own not dangerous unless you, like Richardson, 

see the Romans as banditti and the arbiters of culture to carry out Roman mischief as 

Lovelace does.    

 
11 Joseph M. Levine, Between the Ancients and the Moderns: Baroque Culture in Restoration England, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). 
12 Levine, Between the Ancients and the Moderns, ix 
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 As Lovelace's elite education would have involved translation and imitation of 

Roman classic texts, Lovelace's being a rake is super-fueled by his imitation of Ovid. 

This imitation extends beyond the page of imitating Ovid's writing style—becoming 

more akin to the Latin aemulatio, meaning to surpass but to surpass through enacting 

Ovidian works in his daily life. Indeed, Lovelace in a letter to Belford states that "Ovid 

was not a greater master of metamorphoses than thy friend," showing that Lovelace 

believes himself to have risen through translation and imitation into aemulatio.13 

Richardson's use of Ovid in the character of Lovelace makes Ovid's obsession with rape 

and deviant sexuality explicit. Richardson begins his novel with rape more akin to the 

first definition, that Clarissa is kidnapped from her family by Lovelace before ultimately 

turning to the second definition of rape. This combination of drawing out Ovid's 

obsession with rape and the violence of sexual assault against a virtuous young woman 

allows Richardson to create his unforgivably, evil rake.   

 The depiction of Clarissa's rape not only borrows from Ovid's depiction of rapes, 

but Lovelace, Clarissa's rapist, also inherits his characterization from Restoration 

comedic archetype, which is itself an echo of Ovidian eroticism. Lovelace's libertinism is 

a hold-over from that of the Restoration rake-hero. Whereas a libertine is defined as 

being free from conventions, such as marriage, the Restoration rake is defined primarily 

through proximity to sexuality. Both libertines and rakes still carry a certain class 

privilege, one Lovelace benefits from as well. They must have class access to 

education—which at the time meant translating classic works—and then an income that 

 
13 Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986), 412. 
Subsequent references will be to this edition.  



 195 
 
 
 

allows them to disconnect money from labor—unlike someone like Reverend Brand. In 

fact, Reverend Brand's obsession with Ovid differs from Lovelace's markedly due to his 

lack of class resources beyond education. Brand quotes Ovid, Lovelace outperforms him. 

In order to have an impact in the world beyond the university, a knowledge of Ovid's 

literary scenarios must be coupled with social power, particularly the power of class as a 

means to body forth Ovid's schemes. By the time Richardson writes Clarissa, rakes are 

no longer as fashionable as they were during the Restoration. In fact, it is Lovelace's 

rakishness, extending beyond the parameters of libertinism, that makes him irredeemable, 

and yet not entirely distasteful to the eighteenth-century reader. Lovelace and Belford 

self-identify as libertines, defined by Johnson as "one unconfined, one at liberty" or "one 

who lives without restraint or law" or even "one who pays no regard to the precepts of 

religion."14 Lovelace, however, harkens back to the outdated lawlessness of the rake-

hero, who according to Johnson is "a loose, disorderly, vicious, wild, gay, thoughtless 

fellow; a man addicted to pleasure."15 Johnson's dictionary is published in 1755, only 

eight years after Clarissa. The two works highlight that the concept of "rake" was in the 

process of shedding the comedic tradition from which it stems, becoming something 

more sinister.  

 Richardson writes Lovelace to be the quintessential unforgiveable rake, achieving 

this in large part through Lovelace's Ovidianism. Lovelace is so shaped by his classical 

education, in particular his reading and embodying of the works of Ovid, that he comes to 

the reader already transformed into something monstrous—not unlike the gods of 

 
14 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, "libertine, n.s." 1773. 
15 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, "rake, n.s." 1773. 
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Metamorphoses who relentlessly pursue mortals and nymphs to satiate their relentless 

sexual appetite. Other men educated with or in the same manner as Lovelace in Clarissa 

include Belford, James Harlowe, and Reverend Brand. Each of these male characters 

shows an aspect of the milieu of university men in Clarissa's world. Lovelace and 

Reverend Brand both count Ovid as a particular favorite, and yet Brand faces derision 

from the other university men characters. James seemingly most aligns himself with 

Virgil, and particularly the Georgics.  

 This chapter will first consider Lovelace and the web of university men in which 

Clarissa finds herself. The elite classroom makes Lovelace into the Ovidian he is, as he 

was educated in a way that made him extremely familiar with Ovid's works and teaches 

him the art of imitation, an art at which Clarissa herself acknowledges he excels. Then, I 

highlight the ways in which Lovelace is an Ovidian character. He animates Ovidian 

eroticism during his schemes against Clarissa and other characters within the novel. 

Framing Lovelace as an Ovidian in these two ways enables a reading of Clarissa that 

underscores the shift in cultural perceptions of Ovid, as well as of gender, sexuality, and 

consent, in mid-eighteenth-century England. Clarissa was a wildly popular novel, going 

into four editions within Richardson's life.16 It is noteworthy, then, that a novel with such 

a villainous rake rose to such heights and shows something about the shift in cultural 

perception in such characters. Richardson wanting Lovelace to be recognizable means 

that he wrote Lovelace from the pattern of university men still holding much 

sociopolitical power in his view. Clarissa's rape has been frequently discussed by scholars 

 
16 Shirley van Marter, “Richardson’s Revisions of ‘Clarissa’ in the Third and Fourth Editions,” Studies in 
Bibliography, 28 (1975): 119–52.  
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of the eighteenth-century, however putting Clarissa's rape in an Ovidian context allows 

for a new reading. This chapter focuses on Lovelace as an Ovidian character, who is 

primed to see the world around him in Ovidian ways. He authors metamorphoses in his 

letters, like Ovid, and enacts metamorphoses in his schemes, like a pagan god.  

 

5.1 University Men and their Roman Banditti 

 The initial conflict that motivates the actions of Clarissa turns out to be 

something as petty as two university men having a dispute about who is better at reading. 

James's problems with Lovelace begin at the university, making the elite classroom their 

initial battleground. Whereas James aligns himself with another Roman author, Virgil, 

Lovelace chooses Ovid to champion. Their clash is ultimately trivial, a difference of 

personality, but the effect is both men striving to control the worldview for others, 

especially Clarissa. While this chapter ultimately explores what Richardson views as the 

danger of Ovid exhibited through Ovidian Lovelace, I first highlight Richardson's 

broader anti-education critique. This critique is best highlighted through how 

inconsequential Clarissa is to the two university men, James and Lovelace. However, 

their treatment of Clarissa as the instrument of their personal vendetta against one another 

ultimately ruins her life completely and devastatingly. The Virgilian James clashing with 

Ovidian Lovelace animates how "University-Men" borrow for their heroes the Roman 

banditti and the consequences of such a value system.  

 From the onset, Clarissa, or, The History of a Young Lady establishes that 

Clarissa is trapped within a web of university men who merely view her as an object 

through which to enact their own petty grievances. The first letter of Clarissa, from her 
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closest friend Anna Howe, recounts the duel between Clarissa's brother, James, and the 

primary antagonist, Lovelace. This duel happens before the letters, and yet is the most 

salient example of their growing rivalry, and of Clarissa having to answer for it. Anna 

informs Clarissa that "they say that Mr Lovelace could not avoid drawing his sword" 

against James.17 She also informs Clarissa that the various gentlemen who comprise their 

broader network are "far from being partial to Mr Lovelace" but that they also believe 

"the sufferer (James) was the aggressor." The outside world dislikes James and Lovelace 

equally, laming both in some way. And yet, despite the gentlemen described as forming 

opinions of James and Lovelace having relationships with them, Clarissa is the one being 

compelled to answer in letter-form about the situation of the duel. Although Clarissa is 

described as desirous "of sliding through life to the end of it unnoted," she finds herself 

the centerpiece of a fight that begins one of the largest novels in the English language to 

date.18 In other words, though she has nothing to do with James and Lovelace's initial 

duel, they take the battlefield to the Harlowe family, and Clarissa. 

 The same cruelty of university men Richardson wrote about in his letter to 

Susanna Highmore is ventriloquized by Clarissa. Clarissa characterizes the classroom as 

tyrannical, and having a hardening effect. In Letter 29.3 to her sister, Arabella, Clarissa 

describes James as, "raw from the college, so lately himself the tutored" which leads him 

"set up" himself as a tutor.19 The use of the word "raw" here is paradoxical; it is not that 

James is uncooked or in a natural state. Clarissa is arguing that college has rather scraped 

him of his empathy, describing a cycle of abuse where having been tutored he now wants 

 
17 Richardson, Clarissa, 33 
18 Richardson, Clarissa, 34 
19 Richardson, Clarissa, 139 
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to enact the violence of tutorage onto his sisters. Clarissa instead characterizes 

universities as "classes of tyrants" where the upper levels of students tyrannize the lower 

levels, and as lower-level students continue their education, they adopt this cruelty to 

tyrannize a new class of lower-level students. For Clarissa, the tutoring James underwent 

in school holds no benefit for the "gentler sex" whose "tastes and manners are differently 

formed."  Where James is stripped "raw" of natural empathies from college, women are 

"raw" in the more standard sense of the word: uncooked, unprocessed, unrefined. Lack of 

access to education for women, according to Clarissa's definition, is not restrictive but 

instead advantageous. The exclusion from education appears unfortunate but has the 

unexpected benefit of leaving women's natural humanity in its place.  

 The two male characters who are most antagonistic to Clarissa also identify 

closely with their elite education: James Harlowe and Richard Lovelace. Clarissa gives 

Anna, and her reader, a resumé of the dispute between James and Lovelace at the 

beginning of Letter 4. She begins, "[James] justified his avowed inveteracy by common 

fame, and by what he had known of him at college; declaring that he had ever hated him; 

ever should hate him; and would never own him for a brother, or me for a sister, if I 

married him."20 In the following sentence, Clarissa reiterates that their feud is a "college-

begun antipathy." This early repetition of college underscores the importance of the 

university in forming the hatred between the antagonists, that will then propel the actions 

of the plot. It is, after all, James's hatred of Lovelace that makes him so aggressive in 

blocking any type of match between Clarissa and Lovelace. Conversely, it is Lovelace's 

hatred for James that he cites as a primary reason for his continued targeting of Clarissa. 

 
20 Richardson, Clarissa, 48-9 
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 Clarissa then turns to how the university cultivated their mutual disdain. She 

begins with Lovelace, pointing out that he was "always noted for his vivacity and 

courage; and no less, it seems, for the swift and surprising progress he made in all parts 

of literature."21 She further characterizes his way of excelling at literature as a "diligence 

in his studies, in the hours of study, he had hardly his equal."22 This devotion to his study 

could be seen as a virtue, that he is focused and committed. However, as Clarissa 

observes in her later letter to Arabella, the educational system teaches him how to 

become tyrannical. Because of his education, no one is more dedicated to tyranny than 

Lovelace. Lovelace had many friends "among the more learned youth" but those who 

"did not love him feared him" for the same reasons, his vivaciousness made him quick to 

have fun and quick to cruelty.23 She concludes that Lovelace had "as many followers as 

he pleased among the mischievous sort."24 Further, as Clarissa specifically cites his "swift 

and surprising progress" in "all parts of literature," she shows that he is the most adept at 

following the cruel Roman works, especially Ovid's, that comprise the literature studied 

and that have been already established as problematic to Clarissa and Richardson.  

 Clarissa then turns her attention from Lovelace to James. For James's part of the 

rivalry, she describes James as having a "native haughtiness" that "could not bear a 

superiority so visible."25 In other words, James believed himself superior to everyone and 

was jealous of Lovelace. James had "less command over his passions" than Lovelace, 

which led him to be the subject of "perhaps indecent, ridicule" that meant they "never met 

 
21 Richardson, Clarissa, 49 
22 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
23 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
24 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
25 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
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without quarrelling."26 This ongoing and repeated quarrelling led "everybody, either from 

love or fear, siding with his antagonist" leading James to have a "most uneasy time of it, 

while both continued in the same college."27 However, despite Clarissa noting that the 

time was uneasy while in college, the paragraph describing their rivalry concludes in 

noting that James "[resumes] an antipathy early begun, and so deeply-rooted."28 This 

description, "early begun" and "deeply-rooted," describes the process of learning. The 

classroom for these men, then, is not just where they learn to translate and imitate 

literature, but where cruelty is indoctrinated.   

 Clarissa's own emphasis on the battleground between Lovelace and James being 

the elite classroom signals that this rivalry is one between university men. She sees 

herself as incidental to the differences accrued there—differences of male ego and 

interpretation. Clarissa does not mention where she learns her information about 

Lovelace, only that she has "heard [it] accounted for in this manner." That said, her 

interpretation of the personality clash between Lovelace and James clearly lacks James's 

persepctive; it seems unlikely from Clarissa's characterization of James that he would 

agree to Lovelace having a "superiority so visible." It is implied in her interpretation that 

to harbor and fuel a grudge to the extent that James and Lovelace do—one that is capable 

of tearing a family apart over someone being better at interpreting literature than you—is 

clearly (and rightfully) ridiculous to Clarissa. 

 The shaping of the elite classroom and its literature extends beyond the grudge 

these two men harbor towards each other. Classical literature also informs their 

 
26 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
27 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
28 Richardson, Clarissa, 49. 
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personalities and how they manage social relationships. James, for instance, endorsed 

lessons learned from Virgil's Georgics, another popular Roman translation in the 

eighteenth-century which came to be used for the technological developments of 

improving domestic properties. James routinely employs the language of the Georgics 

when treating Clarissa as property. Women were femme couvert in eighteenth-century 

England, so Clarissa would have legally been the property of her father until she was 

married. James's Georgic obsession with "improvement"—itself an ideal closely tied to 

the Georgics—leads him to usurp the patriarchal ownership of all family property 

(including his sisters) before it is rightfully his. In the early debates between Clarissa and 

James regarding her unwanted engagement to Solmes, James writes, "If after one 

fortnight’s conversation with Mr. Solmes, and after you have heard what your friends 

shall further urge in his behalf, unhardened by clandestine correspondence, you shall 

convince them that Virgil’s amor omnibus idem (for the application of which I refer you 

to the Georgic, as translated by Dryden) is verified in you, as well as in the rest of the 

animal creation."29 Dryden's translation of the Third Georgic, which James directs 

Clarissa towards, translates "amor omnibus idem" as "For Love is Lord of all; and is in all 

the same."30 The line in Virgil is discussing animal breeding, and is meant to show that 

animals like humans experience love. However, James's use of the quote is mocking, 

ridiculing the fact that Clarissa could have a sexual preference while also likening her to 

an animal. That James references Dryden's Georgic translation at all demonstrates how 

 
29 Richardson, Clarissa, 218 
30 Virgil, The Works of Virgil: Containing his Pastorals, Georgics, and Æneis, trans. John Dryden, 
(London: Printed for Jacob Tonson, 1697), III.379 
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he treats his sister as livestock and attempts to control what he sees as her purpose of 

breeding.  

 James' championing of Virgil's and Lovelace's championing of Ovid culminates in 

a duel between them, which occurs before the events of the novel and is only recapped by 

Clarissa and Lovelace in early letters. April London writes, "the legal synonymy between 

the terms 'woman' and 'property' enables a web of affiliations in which the seemingly 

opposed interests of a James Harlowe or a Robert Lovelace become one."31 There is a 

way in which Clarissa is completely marginal to the relationship between these two men. 

Lovelace admits, at times, that his relentless pursuit of Clarissa is only carried out to 

further embarrass James. James's tyrannical control regarding Clarissa's proposed 

marriage to Solmes—which is the threat that ultimately sends her into Lovelace's 

control—is due primarily to James's hatred of Lovelace and desire to accumulate as much 

property as possible (based off Georgic ideals). The schools of ancient thought these two 

men fall under force a conflict that was not present to the original authors they champion. 

However, the conflict demonstrates something about the way in which university men 

translated classical texts into their lives, and what Richardson found so dangerous about 

these university men. James's obsession with Georgic improvement makes him 

unnaturally cold to his Protestant angel sister. Lovelace's Ovidianism and rakishness both 

make him obsessed with using his favorite tool, sex, to embarrass Clarissa as an 

extension of her brother. Clarissa, therefore, becomes both central and unimportant to 

these two competing world views based on ancient Latin authors. Richardson's hatred of 

 
31 April London, Women and Property in the Eighteenth-Century English Novel, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 20. 
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these university men is acted out in the utter coldness of these two gentleman, whose 

resources and power make their respective worlds bend to their worldviews. 

 Another university man, though an impotent one, is Reverand Elias Brand. Brand, 

like Lovelace, counts Ovid as a favorite. However, unlike Lovelace, Brand lacks the class 

privilege, both financial and cultural, to embody Ovid or enact any Ovidian schemes. 

Brand is a laughingstock to Lovelace and Colonel Morden, and even to the reformed 

Belford. The joke he embodies is about impotence: he loves Ovid but cannot be Ovidian 

like Lovelace can. Brand is not just a joke to the characters; even Richardson deems 

Brand so unimportant to the text of Clarissa that he cuts most of Brand's letters from 

early published editions, in the name of brevity. Because Brand is edited out, 

Richardson's earlier editions lack many of the Ovid quotations that are re-inserted when 

Brand re-appears.  

 That Brand and Lovelace share a favorite author yolk them together as foils for 

one another. The humor and derision towards Brand demonstrates another key point 

about classical texts in the neoclassic era: it takes class privilege and power to make them 

dangerous. Brand does only brief damage to Clarissa's reputation in the text, by reporting 

that she is not really ill when she is in fact dying, but ultimately damages his own 

reputation more severely. The only people Brand "fools" are the uneducated, who are 

impressed at face value by his seemingly off-the-cuff Latin quotations. Brand temporarily 

brings together enemies, Lovelace and Morden, in seeing through him and laughing at his 

pretension. He went to the same university as Lovelace and Morden, but what separates 

Brand from them is that he must leave the university and work for a living. His Latin 
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quotations and love of Ovid become a mere affectation without the class power and 

privilege reinforcing them.  

 If Clarissa sees the world as Richardson does, that these university men and their 

heroes from antiquity pose a threat to society and culture, it is disturbing that she is 

trapped within their world. However, Richardson can't help but write in the allure of their 

world. What is the alternative, after all, Solmes? What Clarissa, Richardson, and the 

reading audience see in Solmes is not that he is dangerous, like Lovelace, but that he is 

dangerously boring. Solmes's attendance at her funeral reminds the reader that Clarissa 

made the correct choice in fleeing with Lovelace after all. Clarissa's primary objection to 

Solmes is that he does not read. Lovelace, as Clarissa notes, is an outstanding reader. 

Richardson's Lovelace is as alluring as Milton's Satan. And that is part of his danger. 

Brand is pedantic; Solmes is boring. The Ovidian Lovelace, and the pagan gods he 

emulates, remain seductive even in their villainy. Clarissa in this milieu of university-

men demonstrates the danger Richardson references in his letter to Susanna Highmore. 

Interpretations of texts become enough fodder for jealousy to begin a lifelong grudge that 

ruins a family, as with Ovidian Lovelace and Virgilian James. If these university men 

read, interpret, and imitate these texts, what comes after? For Ovidian Lovelace and 

Virgilian James it is acting them out: imitating the texts off the page and into lived 

reality, culminating in Clarissa's rape and death.   

 

5.2 Lovelace, Master of Metamorphoses  

 Samuel Richardson fashions Lovelace to make explicit what is so dangerous 

about the most dangerous of the classic authors elite gentleman study and imitate. 
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Douglas Murray writes that in Clarissa, "Richardson first invokes and then radically 

reworks classical myths of a god raping a mortal."32  In this case, that is Ovid's—and 

therefore Lovelace's—ability to undercut reality or truth. When reading Metamorphoses, 

the myths compound on one another so that by Book V, any flora or fauna mentioned 

cannot be trusted to be just that; every tree and bird could be a woman fleeing sexual 

assault from an earlier book of myths in Metamorphoses. Clarissa casts social 

relationships into a similar confusion. Speech acts, particularly Lovelace's, transform 

reality for characters surrounding Clarissa. At her initial flight from her parent's house, 

Lovelace manipulates Clarissa's reality, that her parents are threatening her with an 

unwanted marriage, into a situation urgent enough to necessitate a quick escape. From 

that point forward, Lovelace builds upon stories, sometimes using the truth for his lies, in 

ways that alter and manipulate reality to further entrap Clarissa.   

 Ovid's Metamorphoses remained popular in eighteenth-century England, and 

Richardson shows through Lovelace a darkness lurking in this admiration. As Clarissa 

points out, Lovelace makes a "swift and surprising progress...in all parts of literature" and 

that is a large part of what attracts people to him, yet what happens when a university 

man imitates a pagan author beyond the constraints of the page? Richardson plays this 

question out in his characterization of Lovelace, showing that the enjoyment of such 

works has no place in a good Protestant society. Lovelace uses some form of the word 

"metamorphosis" six times in his letters: first in Letter 101 where he calls himself "a 

greater master of metamorphoses" than Ovid, then again in his June 9th letter when he 

sheds his elderly disguise in Hampstead, and finally four times in reference to a dream 

 
32 Douglas Murray, "Classical Myth in Richardson's Clarissa, Ovid Revised," 115.  
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about Dorcas.33 These direct allusions to Ovid and his metamorphoses align Lovelace to 

Ovid beyond his study of Ovid's texts. Lovelace imitates Ovid's sexual trickery in his 

dealings with Clarissa.  

 Between fleeing her family home and the rape, Clarissa is caught in Lovelace's 

world: an Ovidian world where Lovelace's fiction transforms around her, becoming 

reality. Rita Goldberg argues that Clarissa is itself mythic, stating, "old categories lose 

their meaning, and the adolescent heroine must work hard to recover a sense of herself in 

the spiritual and social hierarchy. In the process, of course, she is transformed, and so is 

her world.”34 Richardson writes this dangerous rake character to contrast Clarissa and her 

Protestant idea of transformation—from earth to heaven, from mortal to immortal—with 

Lovelace's quick-changing, unstable metamorphoses. The world Lovelace creates around 

Clarissa is one where truth is meaningless, or at least where just a little bit of truth is used 

to craft believable lies.  

 Lovelace comes to the text Ovidian, or already the Ovidian villain Clarissa and 

her reader experience. In Lovelace's first letter, Letter 31, Richardson highlights 

Lovelace's writing style with a footnote that reads, "These gentlemen affected the Roman 

style, as they called it, in their letters: and it was an agreed rule with them to take in good 

part whatever freedoms they treated each other with, if the passages were written in that 

style."35 The Roman style does not mean written in Latin, as that is not what Samuel 

Richardson points to in this letter. It is instead a rather elevated rhetorical style, such as 

 
33 Richardson, Clarissa, 412, 772, 922, 925 
34 Rita Goldberg, Sex and Enlightenment: Women in Richardson and Diderot, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), 23 
35 Richardson, Clarissa, 142. 
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using "thou" and "thy." The "Roman style" also refers to a fraternal insularity. 

Richardson's editor note describes the "Roman style" as an agreed upon rule, where the 

rhetorical mode dictates the accepted behavior. Lovelace and his university coterie 

"affected the Roman style" in their writing but this stylistic choice has further 

implications. When these gentlemen are in their "Roman style," they have agreed on a 

rule that they can take "whatever freedoms" as long as "the passages were written in that 

style." In other words, the rhetorical mode of "Roman style" licenses them to misbehave, 

and that misbehavior must be tolerated, even endorsed, when they are written in such a 

way within their group. Lovelace as a practitioner of aemulatio extends this practice 

beyond the written page. When he enacts his Ovidian schemes, as we will come to see, he 

expects Belford's cooperation as it has been done in the "Roman style."  

 Lovelace then explains how an early love shaped him, which he continues to set 

in this "Roman style." Lovelace describes his affair with a "quality-jilt," explaining that it 

was not love itself, or the woman, that drove him to love. Instead, he describes this affair 

in saying: "Those confounded poets, with their celestially-terrene descriptions did as 

much with me as the lady: they fired my imagination and set me upon a desire to become 

a goddess-maker. I must needs try my new-fledged pinions in sonnet, elogy, and 

madrigal. I must have a Cynthia, a Stella, a Sacharissa, as well as the best of them: darts 

and flames and the devil knows what must I give to my Cupid." 36 The poets Lovelace 

evokes include the ancient Greek and Roman poets whom he translated and imitated in 

his university education, along with the Italian madrigal and Sacharissa. The 

contradictive term "celestially-terrene descriptions" that Lovelace notes as being so 
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formative contains a clue on what kind of love Lovelace most admires: "celestial" 

meaning of the sky, and "terrene" meaning of earth. Lovelace may mean here a way of 

depicting how the gods come down to earth, as seen in Ovid's Metamorphoses.  

 Lovelace's mention of Sacharissa reinforces the gods as being key to him. 

Lovelace may have had in mind Edmund Waller (1606-1687), who uses the name 

"Sacharissa" in his Ovid referential poem, "The Story of Phœbus and Daphne, Applied." 

This poem, as it says, applies Ovid's myth to new characters: Thyrsis and Sacharissa. 

Sacharissa, like Daphne, flees unwanted love. The way that Waller's poem is an 

application of Ovid helps us understand the way in which Lovelace is thinking through 

amorous situations and literature. On the one hand, the myth of Daphne and Phœbus is 

applied in the insertion of the Ovidian love motif, which imagines love as being a chase 

and the male lover hunting the female prey. Daphne and Phœbus as identities are then 

portable, able to be transposed onto Thyrsis and Sachrissa, and now Lovelace and 

Clarissa. On the other hand, Waller's poem, like Ovid's own, is also about authorial 

identity. "The Story of Phœbus and Daphne, Applied" ends: "Like Phœbus thus, 

acquiring unsought praise,/ He catch'd at love, and fill'd his arm with bays."37 Unlike 

Metamorphoses, there is no transformation in Waller's poem, which applies even more 

pressure to the function of authorship and the immortality that is wrought from writing. 

Waller's Thyrsis, like Ovid's writing of Phœbus, like Waller, like Ovid, and now like 

Lovelace all share the goal of authorship as an ends to amorous adventure. Unfortunately 

 
37 Edmund Waller, "The Story of Phœbus and Daphne, Applied," in Edmund Waller and Sir John Denham, 
The Poetical Works of Edmund Waller and Sir John Denham, ed. George Gilfillan, (Edinburgh: Printed for 
James Nichols, 1857), ll 19-20.  
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for Daphne, Sachrissa, and now to Clarissa, their being the objects of unwanted lustful 

pursuit are what provides these fictional—and real—men with writing material.  

 Lovelace also establishes a cause-and-effect relationship between writing and 

amorous desire. He notes that the "confounded poets" did "as much" to inspire him to 

seek out love as meeting the "quality jilt," the "as much" making the feelings equally 

potent. Lovelace traces a timeline, where he first read the poets, and their "celestially-

terrene descriptions," which then caused him to feel erotic desire. This feeling of desire, 

catalyzed by the act of reading, "fired his imagination." With the imagination so 

inflamed, he set himself upon the task of becoming a "goddess-maker." Kathleen Lubey's 

Excitable Imaginations observes a seventeenth- and eighteenth-century process of 

"coupling bodily pleasures with mental reflection."38 Lubey describes how "questions 

about how to convert erotic feeling into self-knowledge and social behavior" are most 

fully explored in the domestic and amorous texts of the first half of the eighteenth-

century. Lovelace describes this process, with the "celestially-terrene descriptions" and 

their provoked erotic feelings into the social behavior of amorous coupling. Whereas 

Lubey describes authors who see literature's ability to provoke erotic feeling as a 

pedagogical tool, such as Eliza Haywood in the previous chapter, Richardson clearly 

views this ability as a danger. Lovelace having read these texts is enflamed into acting 

them out. Worse still, Lovelace is not aroused by consensual, moral, virtuous examples of 

love. If women do not reciprocate his desire all the better; it makes for better material for 

his authorial goals.  

 
38 Kathleen Lubey, Excitable Imaginations: Eroticism and Reading in Britain, 1660-1760, Lewisburg: 
Bucknell University Press, 2012), 15. 
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 Additionally, Lovelace calls his desire one to be a "goddess-maker," making his 

desire for love inseparable from his desire to write and to imitate great writers. What is it 

to be a goddess-maker in an Ovidian text? It is either to be Ovid, writing the gods, or to 

be a god himself. If Lovelace positions himself as Ovid, or a "master of metamorphoses" 

as we will see later, then to be a "goddess-maker" means to act through rhetoric—as in to 

write about these Cynthias, Stellas, and Sacharissas so as to immortalize them in his 

"sonnet, elogy, and madrigal[s]." If Lovelace is thinking of himself as a god, then he is 

dragging women, such as Clarissa, into his Ovidian god play-acting. 

 Lovelace's Ovidian god play-acting excels to such a degree that in his most direct 

allusion to Ovid, he describes himself by saying, "Ovid was not a greater master of 

metamorphoses than thy friend."39 Lovelace positions himself as both author (Ovid) and 

god (with the ability to metamorphosize). To contextualize this quote, Lovelace is writing 

after tricking Clarissa into fleeing her parents' house. At her parents' house, Lovelace can 

tell by her state of dress when she meets him that she is not going to willingly accompany 

him away from the protection a family home offers, even though the Harlowe home is not 

entirely a safe place for Clarissa. Unbeknownst to Clarissa, Lovelace has enlisted the help 

of a beloved Harlowe servant, Joseph, to assist in the deception. Lovelace transforms 

Clarissa's reality for the first time in what will become a pattern. Clarissa comes to the 

garden expecting to turn down his assistance in escaping her family home but ends up 

fleeing with him anyway as she believes her family to have followed her to force her to 

marry Solmes. The letter in the collection following Clarissa's description of events to 

Anna is a letter from Lovelace to the Harlowe family servant, Joseph, guiding him on 
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how to trick Clarissa into escaping with Lovelace if she were to back out of their escape 

plan. In a few letters following, Lovelace gives the true account to Belford. Lovelace 

describes how he has manipulated each of the actors in this situation, from Clarissa's 

family to Joseph, to manipulate what Clarissa believes to be happening.  

 It is in a letter from St Albans following the escape that Lovelace opens the letter 

by calling himself a greater master of metamorphoses than Ovid. He notes that as they 

alighted from their carriage people stared at Clarissa, who was in clothing not meant for 

travel. Lovelace follows his Ovid reference by explaining: "To the mistress of the house I 

instantly changed [Clarissa] into a sister, brought off by surprise from a near relation's 

(where she had wintered), to prevent her marrying a confounded rake (I love always to go 

as near the truth as I can), whom her father and mother, her elder sister and all her loving 

uncles, aunts, and cousins abhorred."40 Lovelace's mastery over Ovid is brought about by 

him being not only the author of the metamorphoses, transforming Clarissa into a sister, 

but also capable of being part of the metamorphosis, transforming himself into a brother. 

This move is not performed by Ovid, he is just an author, not a god or shapeshifter 

himself.  

 Lovelace putting himself above Ovid demonstrates what Richardson finds so 

dangerous about these upper-class men going beyond imitation of the classics. Lovelace's 

delight in his mastery above Ovid entraps Clarissa in a world in which she cannot hold 

onto meaning or truth in a way that protects herself, in what William Warner calls 

"interplay."41 Warner notes that this interplay is created by Lovelace shifting realities, 

 
40 Richardson, Clarissa, 412 
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that Lovelace's "arts" are the "arts of imitation" and that his "stratagems must seem to be 

actual events."42 In using Ovid's Metamorphoses, Lovelace—and Richardson—identify 

the difficulty for someone attached to truth as Clarissa is: that truth can be employed in 

myth, losing all meaning. Lovelace's side of the interplay puts Clarissa at a disadvantage, 

as his claims about her identity and situation play against her desire to protect her family 

and reputation. As noted by Tassie Gwilliam, "Lovelace...asserts not only that his 

manipulations of appearance have put him in the position of author and master, but by 

implication insists that these manipulations actually have the power to transform."43 In 

the letter where Lovelace notes himself as "greater master of metamorphoses," he has 

transformed Clarissa into his wife, and she must follow suit introducing herself as such to 

avoid indicting herself and her family in scandal.  

 Lovelace's is a master manipulator, and metamorphoses are his greatest tool. 

Lovelace's claim that he "love[s] to always go as near the truth as [he] can" reflects the 

reality of metamorphoses: that something is retained even as the exterior form changed, 

or the new form is never entirely free of the old form. Metamorphoses in Ovid are as 

much about what is retained in the changed form as what is altered. Lovelace plays on 

this principle, as his storied metamorphoses always "go as near the truth" as possible. His 

disguises likewise often fit the actual situation. When disguised as the gouty old man in 

Hampstead, he is part Mr. Solmes and part John Harlowe—and that is played back out, as 

at Clarissa's funeral Solmes is present in a "horseman's coat" exactly as Lovelace 

appeared in Hampstead. In this instance in Letter 103, then, Lovelace metamorphoses 

 
42 Warner, Reading Clarissa, 40. 
43 Tassie Gwilliam, "'Like Tiresias': Metamorphosis and Gender in 'Clarissa'", Novel 19, 2 (Winter, 1986): 
101-117. 



 214 
 
 
 

into a version near the truth of the matter; he casts himself as James and reports that there 

is a "confounded rake" making trouble for the Harlowe family, not diverting too far from 

the situation in which Clarissa finds herself. Faced with Lovelace's practice of retaining 

near-truths, Clarissa has no course in which to battle his transformations. Her defense, the 

actual truth, would sound too similar to Lovelace's transformations. If they were to battle 

out their versions in public among strangers, the conflict would not be truth versus lie, 

but rather a plethora of near-truths accosting real-truths. In such, it is precisely because 

Lovelace keeps close to the truth that he forces Clarissa to comply with his 

metamorphoses, inadvertently validating them. 

 The culmination of Lovelace's metamorphoses is seen in Clarissa's papers 

following Lovelace raping her. These papers are fragmented, torn into pieces, collected 

by Dorcas and reconstructed by Lovelace. Across the papers Clarissa expresses the result 

of the world-without-truth that Lovelace has crafted around her. Paper one, for instance, 

notes that Lovelace has "never told [Clarissa] the truth" and finishes with "so I can write 

nothing at all—only that, whatever they have done to me, I cannot tell; but I am no longer 

what I was in any one thing."44 Clarissa describes having undergone a transformation, 

which she connects to Lovelace's lying—what he calls metamorphoses. I above described 

the feeling of reading Metamorphoses as creating within itself a protean landscape, where 

the myths compound on one another so the reader can never trust a bird to be just a bird. 

Clarissa describes a similar experience within herself in Paper 1. Lovelace has 

transformed her reality so many times: transforming who she is living with, who she is 

writing to, who she is counting on as friends and servants, as well as who she is to him, 
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and who she is in general. The only reliable thing that Clarissa could count upon was her 

interiority, a large part of which she viewed through her self-identifying as virtuous. By 

raping Clarissa, Lovelace took that too.  

 After the rape, Lovelace returns to "metamorphoses" in reference to a dream he 

finds meaningful. In Letter 271, Lovelace describes a dream where a matronly dowager 

enters a grocer's shop where she is accosted by Dorcas, who alerts the lady that "here in 

this neighbourhood, at a house of no high repute, is an innocent lady of rank and fortune, 

beautiful as a May morning, and youthful as a rosebud, and full as sweet and lovely; who 

has been tricked thither by a wicked gentleman practised in the way of the town; and this 

very night will she be ruined if she get not out of his hands."45 Lovelace watches as 

Clarissa escapes the brothel when an old lady rescues Clarissa and brings her to a house 

in Lincoln's Inn Fields, "where the matronly lady lived in a sumptuous dwelling, replete 

with damsels who wrought curiously in muslins, cambricks, and fine linen, and in every 

good work that industrious damsels love to be employed about, except the loom and the 

spinning-wheel."46 As Clarissa tells the old lady her story, Lovelace the dreamer, who is 

temporarily no longer a character within the dream, watches as the pair call him a 

"plotting villain" and "unchained Beelzebub."47 Suddenly, Lovelace (the dreamer) 

watches as the matronly lady is turned into "the famous Mother H. herself; and, being an 

old acquaintance of Mother Sinclair, was prevailed upon to assist in [his] plot upon the 

young lady."48 Mother H. implores Clarissa to continue her sad tale as her bedfellow; as 
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Clarissa lies in Mother H.'s bed, Mother H. has a fit of colic, takes a cordial, a wax taper 

falls, and she returns to bed transformed again—this time as Lovelace, now a character 

again. Lovelace describes the "gentle and ungentle pressures of the lover's warfare" 

which then leads to Clarissa giving some imagined form of forced consent. Lovelace 

quickly wraps up the dream saying in addition to yielding consent, Clarissa "yielded up" 

her grandfather's estate, has Lovelace's child, then Miss Howe joins them, also bearing 

Lovelace's child, the children intermarry to enjoy, or enjoin, Lovelace's estate.49   

 The concept of metamorphosis is invoked twice in the original letter, at both 

transformations of the old lady. Lovelace says of the first "But, by some quick transition, 

and strange metamorphosis which dreams do not usually account for, methought all of a 

sudden, this matronly lady was turned into the famous Mother H. herself; and, being an 

old acquaintance of Mother Sinclair, was prevailed upon to assist in my plot upon the 

young lady."50 The second mention comes in parentheticals, "(Oh metamorphosis still 

stranger than the former! What unaccountable things are dreams!)."51 Both instances of 

metamorphosis illustrate what metamorphoses means to Lovelace: that they are 

supernatural assistances that always work in his favor. He begins the dream as a 

character, watching Clarissa escape him by the benevolence of an old matron. This 

character disappears and Lovelace, like an omnipotent god, hovers over the dream, 

describing Clarissa's retreat when she believes herself to be safe from him. The first 

metamorphosis draws Clarissa closer again to the character of Lovelace, as Mother H. is 

willing to help Lovelace's plot. The parenthetical metamorphosis reinserts Lovelace back 
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into Clarissa's proximity as a character, even closer than ever as he appears as her own 

bedfellow, with whom she previously and uncomplicatedly consented to sharing a bed. 

Now her consent is reluctantly yielded in an imagined seduction by Lovelace the dreamer 

and acted out by Lovelace the character.  

 The reader can sense things may go wrong when Lovelace, though he has 

disappeared as a character from the dream, is still able to note that the virtuous home of 

the old lady as "sumptuous." As was typical of Lovelace's previous metamorphoses, the 

home takes on a double meaning: for Clarissa it is safe haven and, as she desperately 

seeks such asylum, all of the signs reaffirm this safety. However, Lovelace, master of 

metamorphoses, already infuses the signs with a doubled nefarious meaning. The 

maidens needleworking around Clarissa, for instance, should signal an industrious virtue 

to Clarissa, but as the house of Sinclair already has shown, all-female spaces do not 

always mean safety. Further, Lovelace notes that none of these women work on the loom 

or spinning wheel, which removes an Ovidian element from the space that would help 

Clarissa: there is no Philomela nor Fates here—at least not yet. A Philomela on the loom 

could warn Clarissa of dangers to come by weaving such a message into her tapestry. The 

fates at the spinning wheel could change course, protecting Clarissa from Lovelace's 

impending actions. But no, the space instead holds anonymous maidens at work in a 

sumptuous dwelling; no one transforms to help Clarissa. In fact, two of the maidens, 

nieces of Mother H., interrupt Clarissa's narrative, which is what drives Clarissa into bed 

with the recently transformed Mother H. who becomes Lovelace.  

 The doubled metamorphoses of the dream compound upon one another just as 

they do in Ovid's own Metamorphoses. This letter follows Lovelace's rape of Clarissa, at 
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a time when Clarissa's allies, including Anna Howe and Lovelace's family who want to 

see him reformed, are all urging Clarissa to marry Lovelace. These allies want Clarissa to 

view the rape as a jumping off point for more serious marriage negotiations. Lovelace's 

dream with its direct allusion to Metamorphoses highlights the exact way in which 

Lovelace is irredeemable and unchanged. If he didn't reference metamorphoses, 

demonstrating his continued esteem for his Ovidian world, the reader might believe he 

could be transformed. His response directly following his rape of Clarissa seemed 

remorseful enough, after all. Instead, Ovid and metamorphosis again become a short-

hand for Richardson to show the worst of university-men's bad behavior; the repeated 

allusion illustrates that a rake can feel no remorse or empathy after raping a virtuous 

woman, bearing witness to her temporary loss of mental facilities, and still envision a 

stratagem where he rapes and plunders her virtue and resources again. The dream ends 

with Clarissa voiceless, a ghost of what she has been throughout the novel and even in 

the dream. She yields her dairy house, the pastoral Grove, to Lovelace. There is no 

mention of what, if anything, Clarissa feels about Anna Howe joining an imagined triad 

with herself and Lovelace, nor what she may feel about having Lovelace's child and that 

child marrying his and Anna Howe's child.  

 Lovelace seemingly luxuriates in imagining the metamorphoses that get him into 

bed with Clarissa, taking his time with the details of these doubled metamorphoses 

leading to the "lover's warfare." There is a sudden shift following Lovelace's "win" 

where, "quick as thought," he rushes through the many details of their imagined lives 

following the metamorphosized bed trick. Lovelace notes, but barely mentions, the legal 

processes of Clarissa giving over her grandfather's estate, the fact that Norton comes to 
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live there, Anna Howe visits, Anna Howe has a child with Lovelace, and, finally, his 

child with Clarissa and his child with Anna marry. Lovelace proves rhetorically what we 

already know, that the important part to him is the metamorphoses, and is the process of 

corruption, the game of love. He is deeply uninterested in any aftermath or consequence, 

a trick he picked up from Ovid himself.  

 Lovelace uses the double-metamorphoses dream to yet again join Ovid in 

authorship. Lovelace writes that he wants to author a book upon dreams following this 

double-metamorphoses dream. He states that his own experience "will furnish out a great 

part of it" and that it will be in the company of the titles Glanville of Witches, Baxter's 

History of Spirits and Apparitions, and Demonology; he names the book Lovelace's 

Reveries.52 This authorship is closely linked with the metamorphoses-dream, as part of 

his dream comes true when he receives a letter from Captain Tomlinson. Because his 

dream has been actualized, Lovelace believes that his authorship of metamorphoses 

deserves immortalization. His reference texts are surprising. Despite his constant 

referencing of metamorphosis within the dream itself, and his previous announcement 

that he is a greater master of metamorphoses than Ovid, Lovelace aligns his proposed 

book to join books on witchcraft. He clearly sees himself as a practitioner of 

metamorphoses, with the ability to teach others how to perform their own nefarious 

magic. 

 Lovelace believes that the dream itself transforms into reality, therefore his 

subconscious is authoring lived experience. Ovid's metamorphoses were rhetorical, 

existing on the page, whereas Lovelace authors physical metamorphoses, only later 
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writing them into his proposed book. He concludes Letter 272.1 by wondering if Clarissa 

will "take on, or resent, if the two metamorphoses happen pursuant to [his] wonderful 

dream."53  

 Lovelace is so sure of his Ovidian abilities, he demonstrates genuine surprise 

when he is not able to continue authoring reality along those lines. Lovelace, still on the 

subject, begins Letter 273: 

What shall I say now!—I who but a few hours ago had such faith 
in dreams, and had proposed out of hand to begin my treatise of 
Dreams sleeping and Dreams waking, and was pleasing myself 
with the dialoguings between the old matronly lady and the young 
lady; and with the two metamorphoses (absolutely assured that 
everything would happen as my dream chalked it out); shall never 
more depend upon those flying follies, those illusions of a fancy 
depraved, and run mad. 
 Thus confoundedly have matters happened.54  

Lovelace believes his dreams are a premonition and goes so far as to travel to the grocer 

at nine the following day, which manifests part of his dream—Clarissa escapes. The 

longer description of Lovelace's project is important as it shows how he intended to write 

about metamorphoses. Like Ovid, Lovelace intends to author a work on metamorphoses. 

More importantly, Lovelace believes he really does have the ability to author 

metamorphoses in waking life. Lovelace's book description shows that he is "absolutely 

assured" that he does not question that his dream will manifest in reality: that he will 

travel to the grocers at nine am the following morning, "rescue" Clarissa as an old 

woman, transforming into Mother H. before transforming back to himself. He is not, 
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then, thinking of metamorphosis as purely metaphorical. He is convinced the supernatural 

metamorphoses within his dream will come true, that is, that people become other people. 

 Finally, the metamorphoses within the dream show that Lovelace still thinks of 

metamorphoses along its classic precedent, as an act of transformation that will enable 

him to enact the Ovidian love motif and the sexual tricks of the gods. Far from reforming 

after his rape of Clarissa, Lovelace continues to imagine scenarios in which, like a god in 

the Metamorphoses, he is capable of fraudulently coercing women into unwanted sexual 

contact. The four uses of metamorphoses surrounding descriptions of the dream are the 

most identifiable instance of Lovelace's connection to Ovid. He describes people fully 

changing forms, as seen in Metamorphoses. While he does hedge that this dream was 

subject to dream logic, he also very much believes in this power, as seen above. In this 

way, Lovelace clearly continues to endorse metamorphosis for the purpose of performing 

the Ovidian love motif, even after watching the repercussions of his rape.  

 It is not just that Lovelace likens himself to Ovid. Clarissa calls him a Proteus and 

he calls himself Tiresias, two shape-shifting characters from Ovid's Metamorphoses. 

Clarissa, in fact, calls Lovelace "a perfect Proteus" with the adjective "perfect" making 

him the consummate shape-shifter.55 Through this quote, Clarissa demonstrates 

knowledge of the ancients as well as of Lovelace's instability—or his ability to 

metamorphosize. Proteus is a changeable character himself, but here Clarissa anticipates 

her own downfall. In Ovid, Proteus appears in Book XI, first with the premonition that 

Thetis, goddess of the waves, will bear a youth who "when to manhood grown, shall 

 
55 Richardson, Clarissa, 82; for a prolonged discussion of Lovelace as Proteus in terms of English authors 
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outdo his father's deeds and shall be called greater than he."56 Proteus's prophecy 

foretelling the birth of Achilles renders Thetis undesirable to Zeus. Instead, the mortal 

Peleus attempts to seize Thetis who, though sleeping, begins to change forms. Thetis first 

takes the form of a bird and a "sturdy tree," on both of which Peleus maintains his tightly 

clinging grip. It is only when Thetis transforms into a tiger that Peleus releases his grasp 

out of fear. Proteus then comes to Peleus and instructs him: 

O son of Aecus, thou shalt yet gain the bride thou dost desire. Only 
do thou, when she lies within the rocky cave, deep sunk in sleep, 
bind her in her unconsciousness with snares and close-clinging 
thongs. And though she take a hundred lying forms, let her not 
escape thee, but hold her close, whatever she may be, until she take 
again the form she had at first.57  

Lovelace's resemblance to Proteus is two-fold. First, he is changeable, which is the fact 

Clarissa most immediately notes when making this reference. Second, he is merciless 

when it comes to the "seduction" of women and his advice to assault Thetis when she is 

"deep sunk in sleep" anticipates Lovelace's means of assault against Clarissa—that he 

must eventually drug her so that she is as "deep sunk in sleep" as is possible. Proteus's 

advice demonstrates a cruelty that Richardson clearly found troubling, and especially so 

in this didactic form. Proteus's advice is unquestionably to commit rape, as he instructs 

Peleus to maintain sexual pursuit despite all of Thetis's attempts to escape. Clarissa, and 

Richardson through Clarissa, recognizes the Ovidian that Lovelace himself avows 

himself to be: that he is "greater master of metamorphoses" as he is both able to change, 

as Proteus changes forms, and able to author his own Ovidian schemes, as Peleus rapes 

Thetis.  

 
56 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), Liber XI, ll 221-3.  
57 Ovid, Metamorphoses, (Tonson), Liber XI, ll 250-4. 
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 Another direct allusion to an Ovid character comes when Lovelace refers to 

himself as Tiresias. Lovelace writes a letter to Belford describing the way in which 

Clarissa's family is entrapping her, doing Lovelace's own bidding by imprisoning Clarissa 

to the extent that she will have no choice but to flee. Lovelace then turns his mind to 

imaging what it will be like when Clarissa is within his possession, that he will be 

transformed from a "hungry hound who sees a delicious morsel within his reach" to a 

"bashful whelp;" Lovelace continues,  

But I was originally a bashful whelp—bashful still, with regard to 
this lady!—bashful, yet know the sex so well!—But that indeed is 
the reason that I know it so well—for, Jack, I have had abundant 
cause, when I have looked into myself, by way of comparison with 
the other sex, to conclude that a bashful man has a good deal of the 
soul of a woman; and so, like Tiresias, can tell what they think and 
what they drive at, as well as themselves.58 

Lovelace believes he knows modest women, like Clarissa, are rakes at heart, and his 

evidence for this claim is that he, like Tiresias, has the experience of being both male and 

female.  

 For Ovidian Lovelace, gender and sexual consent form an interplay where one 

relies upon the other to be defined. Lovelace likens himself to a mythic character from 

Ovid's Metamorphoses who transforms from one gender to another, Tireus. It is this 

knowledge or understanding of femininity that he leans upon to enact his fraudulent 

seduction schemes. Lovelace reads Clarissa as a potential victim for his sexual violence 

due in large part to what he sees as an overlapping between her own femininity and the 

femininity of those objects of the overly amorous in Ovid. Lovelace sees women as 

potential objects of his masculine violence. Not only does he identify with women as a 

 
58 Richardson, Clarissa, 440-1 
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Tireus figure, but when angered by Anna Howe, his immediate response is violence 

against her. He does not fantasize about such violence against Captain Morden or other 

men who come between himself and Clarissa.  

 Ovidian Lovelace causes Anna and Clarissa to mistrust reality. Concerning 

Lovelace, Anna Howe notes to Belford that "At times... I hate your whole sex for his 

sake; even men of unblameable characters; whom at those times I cannot but look upon 

as persons I have not yet found out."59 Lovelace's ability to shift and transform, to be the 

ultimate "master of metamorphoses" then endures, creating mistrust of "unblameable 

characters" as Clarissa and Anna cannot trust their perception. This instability aligns with 

the insecurity of categories and definitions found because of Metamorphoses. Clarissa 

writes to Anna Howe, "That the eye is a traitor, and ought ever to be mistrusted: that form 

is deceitful: in other words; that a fine person is seldom paired by a fine mind."60 This, 

after an earlier letter in which she warns Anna "Let this evermore be my caution to 

individuals of my sex—Guard your eye: 'twill ever be in a combination against your 

judgment. If there are two parts to be taken, it will be for ever, traitor as it is, taking the 

wrong one."61 The distrust of the relationship between the eye and the eye's object 

regarding Lovelace highlights his shifting form. Much like the storied landscape of 

Ovid's Metamorphoses, where a tree is never just a tree and a bird is never just a bird, 

Lovelace's gentlemanly exterior cannot be trusted.   

 

5.3 Clarissa's Rape in Ovidian Context  

 
59 Richardson, Clarissa, 1425. 
60 Richardson, Clarissa, 601. 
61 Richardson, Clarissa, 59. 
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 Ovid's preoccupation with rape clearly becomes Lovelace's preoccupation, as 

well, and he calls Ovid to mind easily leading up to and during his rape of Clarissa. 

Clarissa's rape stands as a centerpiece for the novel. As Isobel Grundy points out, 

Clarissa is "about" a rape, and that rape means different things to the different 

characters.62 For Lovelace, it is a game, for Anna Howe, it is the beginning of a marriage 

negotiation, and for Clarissa it is death.63 The novel is also about different things, of 

course; it is about a family, property, travel, living in town versus country, and it's about 

disguise. But because of the two central characters and authors of the text, Lovelace and 

Clarissa, the novel is foremost about a rape. Lovelace is a rake, defined by his sexual 

promiscuity and differing from a libertine only due to his obsession with sex. Clarissa is 

virtuous; she spends most of the novel desperately trying to keep her virtue intact, 

whether in means of reputation or bodily. In viewing Lovelace and Clarissa through the 

Ovidian love motif, Clarissa's virtue is gamified, where her protection of her virtue and 

Lovelace's pursuit, or hunt, of her virtue becomes a sport. The entirety of the novel then 

frames itself around the rape of Clarissa—a title in itself worthy of Ovid. When Ovidian 

Lovelace's fraudulent schemes run their course, he resorts to force, and he drugs and 

rapes her. In a novel that chronicles the minutest, most seemingly quotidian details, the 

actual events of the rape are notoriously absent. There is only one line of text that stands 

in for the sexual violence around which the entire novel centers itself: "And now, 

Belford, I can go no farther. The affair is over. Clarissa lives."64 The latter part of the 

 
62 Isobel Grundy, "Seduction Pursued by Other Means? The Rape in Clarissa," Clarissa and Her Readers: 
New Essays for the Clarissa Project, ed. Carol Houlihan Flynn and Edward Copeland, (New York: AMS 
Press, 1999), 255. 
63 Isobel Grundy, "Seduction Pursued by Other Means? The Rape in Clarissa," 255 
64 Richardson, Clarissa, 883. 
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novel concerns Clarissa slowly transforming from the living to the dead, despite her 

doctors finding nothing medically wrong. Clarissa's rape is framed by two Ovidian rapes 

that are referenced directly in the text: Lucretia and Philomela. 

 Clarissa's desire to never marry signals to Lovelace, the perpetual Ovidian, that 

she is primed to be a target for one of his Ovidian rape schemes. Beginning as early as 

the opening myth in Metamorphoses, we see the first of many female characters 

committed to their virginity that then become the subject of male sexual predation. 

Likewise, in Letter 223, Lovelace writes to Belford about what attracts him to Clarissa 

saying, "Her virtue, her resistance, which are her merits, are my stimulatives."65 Clarissa 

is directly compared to Lucretia three times in the novel; Lucretia is "proverbial for 

chastity."66 As previously discussed, Clarissa's chastity primes Lovelace to think of her as 

an object for his overly amorous schemes. An important aspect of Ovid's works that 

would be especially apparent to Lovelace and his contemporaries is that fear mixing with 

beauty is an inducement to rape. Throughout Ovid's works, he highlights the way in 

which beauty is heightened when the object is afraid. Lovelace espouses the same line of 

reasoning above. In the various action scenes with Lovelace and Clarissa, he notes the 

raising of her beauty when intermixed with fear. This heightened beauty coupled with 

Clarissa's commitment to her virginity would cast her as the perfect object for Lovelace's 

Ovidian seduction scheme.   

 Leading up to what has been called the "fire scene" or Lovelace's first attempted 

rape of Clarissa, Lovelace begins to justify his use of force as a consequence of his 

 
65 Richardson, Clarissa, 716. 
66 A. G. Lee, “Ovid’s ‘Lucretia’ [Ouid’s ’Lucretia’],” Greece & Rome 22, no. 66 (1953): 107–18, 107. 
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failure to triumph by fraud. He states, "Mrs. Sinclair and the nymphs are all of opinion 

that I am now so much of a favourite, and have such a visible share in her confidence, 

and even in her affections, that I may do what I will, and plead violence of passion; 

which, they will have it, makes violence of action pardonable with their sex."67 Lovelace 

here collapses the modern with the ancient. He uses the language of Ovid to transform the 

sex workers assisting him into "Mrs Sinclair and the nymphs," giving an Ovidian 

playfulness to the dark plotting of sexual assault. The language following that is modern 

in that it reflects legal language, that he may "plead violence of passion" and that the rape 

will be "pardonable."  

 In the letters preceding the fire scene, Lovelace describes his plotting to create a 

situation that will drive Clarissa into his arms at night, thereby enabling him to 

successfully obtain her by fraud. Lovelace with the help of the sex workers of the house 

stages a fire, sounding an alarm in the middle of the night so that Clarissa, panicked, must 

unlock her otherwise impenetrable bedroom door and rush out in a state of undress into 

Lovelace's arms. He plans to then use her excitement as inducement to fulfill the sexual 

promises of seduction, or fraud. Before the fire scene, Lovelace writes to Belford, "My 

divine Clarissa has puzzled me, and beat me out of my play. At one time I hoped to 

overcome by intimidating her, at another by love; by the amorous see-saw, as I have 

called it. And I have only now to join surprise to the other two, and see what can be done 

by all three."68 This line is important in showing Lovelace's contrivance: he is in fact the 

one who sets up the fire scene but the word "surprise" does not specify that Clarissa is the 

 
67 Richardson, Clarissa, 702. 
68 Richardson, Clarissa, 717. 
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one to be surprised. A little after 2 am on June 8th, according to Lovelace, Dorcas runs 

down the stairs screaming "fire!" Lovelace writes: 

My pen (its last scrawl a benediction on my beloved) dropped from 
my fingers; and up started I; and making by three steps to the door, 
opened it, and cried Where! Where! almost as much terrified as the 
wench. While she, more than half-undressed, her petticoats in her 
hand, unable to speak distinctly, pointed upstairs.69  

Despite establishing with Belford and the reader of Clarissa his part in the contrivance, he 

convincingly writes the fire scene as if he is just as surprised as Clarissa. This surprise 

exhibits Lovelace's power of metamorphosis. His power goes beyond that of acting; he is 

in an instant able to transform the situation so that his surprise is as real as the fire.  

 The rape of Lucretia is brought into Clarissa by Belford, Clarissa, and Lovelace, 

making it an important, repeated reference by three of our four main characters. The fire 

scene almost fulfills the promise of Clarissa being directly likened to Lucretia before 

even the rape, as she attempts to protect herself from Lovelace by threatening herself 

with a pair of scissors. The rape of Lucretia is one of the most enduring rape stories from 

antiquity, written about by Ovid in his Fasti. A.G. Lee notes that "the story of [Lucretia's] 

suicide after she had been violated by Sextus Tarquin is recounted by the historians Livy, 

Dionysius, and Diodorus, and alluded to by many Roman poets and prose writers" but 

that "apart from such allusions, it is curious that of all the Roman poets whose works 

have come down to us none save Ovid has treated her story at any length."70 Of course by 

the time of Richardson's writing he would have British examples of the story of Lucretia 

 
69 Richardson, Clarissa, 723. 
70 Lee, "Ovid's 'Lucretia'" 107. 
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(Chaucer, Gower, Shakespeare, Thomas Heywood for example). However, these British 

authors would have needed to borrow from Ovid to pattern their Lucretia.   

 Belford is the first to invoke Lucretia, invoking the rape of Lucretia to warn 

Lovelace of what he sees as an inevitable outcome to the rape of Clarissa. Belford writes,  

I believe there never were libertines so vile but purposed, at some 
future period of their lives, to set about reforming; and let me beg 
of thee, that thou wilt in this great article make thy future 
repentance as easy as some time hence thou wilt wish thou hadst 
made it. If thou proceedest, I have no doubt that this affair will end 
tragically, one way or other. It must. Such a woman must interest 
both gods and men in her cause. But what I most apprehend is, that 
with her own hand, in resentment of the perpetrated outrage, she 
(like another Lucretia) will assert the purity of her heart: or, if her 
piety preserve her from this violence, that wasting grief will soon 
put a period on her days. And in either case, will not the 
remembrance of thy ever-during guilt, and transitory triumph, be a 
torment of torments to thee?71 

This passage of Belford's letter combines a few ideas important to Ovid as intertext in 

Clarissa. First, Belford speaks Lovelace's language alluding to pagan classics that 

Clarissa is "such a woman" who "must interest both gods and men in her cause." Belford 

joins Lovelace in mythologizing Clarissa either because he too is still within the 

university man mindset, believing life to be an imitation of Classical literature, or to 

appeal to Lovelace directly. Second, Belford joins Lovelace in invoking the possibility of 

transformation. Belford begins the passage noting that Lovelace, like all libertines, will 

need to reform so he may as well do so now. As described in the previous section, the 

language of metamorphoses keeps transformation as a possibility.  

 However, for Richardson, metamorphosis differs from—and has no place in—a 

world of Protestant transformation. Belford attempts to persuade Lovelace to enter such a 

 
71 Richardson, Clarissa, 710 
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world, the Protestant world to which Belford has begun to commit himself. Belford does 

so by highlighting transformation as a concept and puts such a transformation alongside 

references to the gods and Lucretia, in hopes to make it of interest to Lovelace. Finally, 

Belford predicts the outcome of the novel through this Lucretia reference, long before 

Lovelace's forced assault against Clarissa occurs.  It is easy to forget this prediction by 

the end of the novel, when Belford watches in amazement as Clarissa indeed dies from 

"wasting grief."  

 Clarissa herself is the next to allude to Lucretia in her letters following her rape. 

The collection of letters shows a usually eloquent Clarissa continuously distracted, losing 

her train of thought. Following an invective against Lovelace about how now her 

estranged family will no longer wish any man to marry her, not even Lovelace himself, 

Clarissa states, "A less complicated villainy cost a Tarquin."72 If Lovelace consistently 

places himself above those from antiquity he admires, so it is fitting that Clarissa follows 

suit in this moment, calling her own rape a more "complicated villainy", as she knows 

that will help put things into Lovelace's own perspective for him. She also adequately 

predicts Lovelace's demise catalyzed by his rape.  

 Finally, Lucretia is evoked by Lovelace in a letter following Clarissa's death. 

When all of his co-conspirators are also dying around him, Lovelace writes: 

...is death the natural consequence of a rape?—Did you ever hear, 
my lord, or did you, ladies, that it was?—And if not the natural 
consequence, and a lady will destroy herself, whether by a 
lingering death as of grief; or by the dagger, as Lucretia did; is 
there more than one fault the man's?—Is not the other hers?[...]we 
either have had no men so wicked as young Tarquin was, or no 
women so virtuous as Lucretia, in the space of—how many 
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thousands years, my lord?—And so Lucretia is recorded a single 
wonder!73 

Lovelace picks up the thread Clarissa introduces, that her rape is like the famous 

Lucretia's. However, Lovelace wants to parse the comparison. Earlier in the text, he was a 

greater master of metamorphoses than Ovid. Here, he wants to be not so wicked as 

Tarquin, or at least Clarissa be not so virtuous as Lucretia. Clarissa's death seems to be 

shifting Ovidian Lovelace's worldview and ego. Lovelace is not like himself here with 

this parsing. Whereas before he has called himself a "greater" master of metamorphoses, 

he tries in this letter to make himself less "wicked" than Tarquin or Clarissa less 

"virtuous" than Lucretia. He wants, for once, for Ovid's works to stay in the past. 

Furthermore, Lovelace accidentally answers Belford's reference to Lucretia. Lovelace 

thinks that Clarissa cannot be as virtuous as Lucretia, as she has not died by her own 

dagger. However, Belford's Lucretia reference addresses Clarissa's method as the more 

virtuous. It is "piety" that "preserves her from this violence."   

 Lovelace draws many comparisons between Clarissa and the characters within 

Ovid's Metamorphoses, but none so drawn out as his comparison of her to Philomela. He 

begins calling her a bird in his first letter and continues with this bird metaphor 

throughout the text. This allusion culminates in Letter 325, following the rape and the 

final escape of Clarissa, where Lovelace writes to Belford, "she had found means to fly 

away once more: and is now, said I, perched perhaps, somewhere under Lady Betty's 

window at Glenham Hall; and there, like the sweet Philomela, a thorn in her breast, 

warbles forth her melancholy complaints against her barbarous Tereus."74 Lovelace as 
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Tereus is an extremely unflattering portrait. Tereus lacks the playful, often times 

comedically written, seduction of force or fraud enacted by the gods in other episodes of 

the Metamorphoses; he is mortal, after all, and his rape of Philomela is dark and cruel.  

 Richardson's comparison between Lovelace and Tereus underscores his villainy. 

Unlike Richardson's previous rakish character, Mr. B, Lovelace is completely 

irredeemable, and a reader can see that in Lovelace's likeness to Tereus. Ovid's comedic 

overtones in Metamorphoses, a playfulness which remains even in English translation, 

could potentially combine with the rake's tradition in restoration comedy to make 

Lovelace seem forgivable. Belford reforms in the novel, so Lovelace's schemes could be 

viewed as a lark, the rape viewed as an unfortunate conclusion to a few fun stratagems. 

The invocation of Tereus following the rape, however, stamps out the possibility for 

comedy. When Tereus is tasked with travelling to Athens to aid Philomela on her journey 

to visit her sister, Procne, he begins thinking how he wishes he were his father so he 

could fondle her. Even as her brother-in-law, Tereus is still closely related enough for the 

rape to be considered also the crime of incest. Lovelace's own metamorphosis in Letter 

103, where he transforms himself into Clarissa's brother, mirrors this incestuous fantasy. 

The gods do not intercede for Philomela, unlike earlier rape attempts in Metamorphoses 

where there is a pattern of a rape attempt closely followed by a metamorphosis. 

Philomela is kidnapped, raped, and imprisoned in a room for enough time that she can 

weave the entirety of her tale into a tapestry that she can secret away to her sister. Tereus 

is the one punished by the metamorphosis, as he, Procne, and Philomela are all 

transformed into birds during their revenge pursuit.  
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 Finally, Lovelace uses his knowledge of Ovid and other ancient texts to justify his 

actions following the rape of Clarissa. Letter 370 begins, "Since then I get so little by my 

confessions, I had a good mind to try to defend myself; and that not only from ancient 

and modern story, but from common practice; and yet avoid repeating anything I have 

suggested before in my own behalf."75 Lovelace's invocation of "ancient and modern" 

highlights his awareness of these debates, which he then employs to justify his 

wrongdoing on all fronts. Before defending himself in the modern way, Lovelace 

questions:  

Dost thou not think that I am as much entitled to forgiveness on 
Miss Harlowe’s account, as Virgil’s hero was on Queen Dido’s? 
For what an ungrateful varlet was that vagabond to the hospitable 
princess, who had willingly conferred upon him the last favour?—
Stealing away (whence, I suppose, the ironical phrase of trusty 
Trojan to this day) like a thief; pretendedly indeed at the command 
of the gods; but could that be, when the errand he went upon was 
to rob other princes, not only of their dominions, but of their 
lives?—Yet this fellow is at every word the pius Aeneas with the 
immortal bard who celebrates him. 
 Should Miss Harlowe even break her heart...for the usage 
she has received... what comparison will her fate hold to Queen 
Dido's? And have I half the obligation to her that Aeneas had to the 
Queen of Carthage? The latter placing a confidence, the former 
none, in her man?—Then, whom else have I robbed? Whom else 
have I injured? Her brother's worthless life I gave him, instead of 
taking any man's, as the Trojan vagabond did the lives of 
thousands. Why then should it not be the pius Lovelace, as well as 
the pius Aeneas?76 

Lovelace inserts doubt ("pretendedly indeed at the command of the gods") into Aeneas's 

own quest even as he suggests his own piety is aligned with and superior to Aeneas. Ovid 

writes an epistle from Dido to Aeneas in Heroides, or Ovid's Epistles as it is called for 
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Dryden translation. The letter from Dido is translated by Dryden in this text. Lovelace 

undoubtedly read Heroides in original and translation and may use this epistle as 

pretended insight into his own Dido, Clarissa—or so he believes despite evidence that 

Clarissa really is the opposite of Dido, since she never expresses love or desire for 

Lovelace. In Dido's epistle, she articulates an unrequited longing, even saying "Still I 

complain, and still I love him more."77 Lovelace uses this proof that Dido, though 

expressing anger in a text like Aeneid, inwardly and privately in the epistolary still loves 

and longs for Aeneas after a betrayal. In Aeneid, Dido's ghost shuns Aeneas following his 

betrayal. In Heroides, Dido's letter fills that silence. Dido, though angry, still loves 

Aeneas and calls this epistle the "mournful Swan [singing] her own elegy."78 Lovelace 

the great reader of Ovid can project this interiority onto Clarissa. Her silence towards him 

and her subsequent refusal to see him following the rape until her death may be 

interpreted by him as a burning of love.    

 All these allusions and reference to Ovid's work builds upon one another to 

complete the tragic rendering of Clarissa's rape. Richardson recasts Ovidian eroticism 

from playful sexual trickery to a flagrant violation. The effect in Clarissa is that Ovidian 

Lovelace is depicted as an irredeemable villain. The effect for Ovid as a reference is that 

his texts are an assault on a virtuous, Protestant society.  

 

5.4 Conclusion  

 
77 Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, trans. Dryden, 131. 
78 Ovid, Ovid's Epistles, trans. Dryden, 130. 
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 In tying Lovelace so closely to the term "metamorphoses," Richardson contrasts 

pagan metamorphosis and Protestant transformation. Lovelace can instantly transform all 

the characters around him and alter reality for those living in it. Lovelace's 

metamorphoses are swift and surprising, in the case of the fire scene surprising even to 

himself. Clarissa, on the other hand, slowly prepares for death, readying her soul for an 

eternal life in Heaven. Richardson, in his pointed disdain for university men draws out 

what exactly is so dangerous about these men and their classic sources. In so doing, he 

shows that Ovidian metamorphoses have no place in a Protestant world. The rakish 

Lovelace is written to be an Ovidian character, and as an Ovidian, he and Clarissa are at 

cross purposes for the entirety of the novel. In other words, they fundamentally do not 

understand one another. Lovelace's way of using Ovid as a lens in which to view the 

world means he can only misread Clarissa. Clarissa's biblical allusions hold no interest 

for Lovelace. Their sources simply do not speak to one another.  

 Lovelace's preoccupation with metamorphoses introduces the idea that his 

transformation is possible. This possibility is so craved by readers that Richardson as 

fictional editor and actual author of the text of Clarissa is constant defending against it in 

footnotes as well as letters to his coterie. Clarissa can transform one university man, 

however: Lovelace's closest friend Belford. After meeting Clarissa, Belford begins a 

transformation which initially consists of attempting to dissuade Lovelace from targeting 

Clarissa as his sexual object. Upon a closer intimacy with Clarissa, however, Belford is 

entirely transformed. Following a day of tending to Clarissa, Belford comes upon a The 

Sacred Classics by Blackwall and writes to Lovelace, "I took it home with me; and had 

not read a dozen pages, when I was convinced that I ought to be ashamed of myself to 
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think how greatly I have admired less noble and less natural beauties in pagan authors; 

while I have known nothing of this all-excelling collection of beauties, the Bible!"79 In 

1725, Anthony Blackwall published The Sacred Classics. A school master himself, 

Blackwall’s previous works included an introduction to the classics and a book on Latin 

grammar. Whereas Blackwall’s 1706 An Introduction to the Classics went into six 

editions, eventually even reissued in 1809 as Blackwall’s Introduction to the Classics, 

The Sacred Classics was met with immediate controversy. The argument of The Sacred 

Classics was to elevate the Hebrew Bible to a belletristic work comparable to the Greek 

and Roman classics. In the preface to the Sacred Classics Blackwall writes, “I have read 

the best and most authentic Greek writers, with a view of comparing them with the divine 

writers of the new Testament; by which I have been enabled to prove the purity and 

elegance of numerous passages, which for several ages have by eminent scholars been 

condemned for solecisms.”80  

 Belford's transformation is reflected in this conversion from admiring the pagan 

classics to the Sacred Classics. Before Clarissa, Belford like Lovelace viewed pagan 

classics as superior works. He describes the Bible as being what they read as children, 

before their university education would teach them through the Greek and Latin texts.81 

After meeting Clarissa and beginning his own Protestant transformation, Belford is 

properly ashamed of his enjoyment of pagan classics, as they catalyze the bad behavior 

we see in Lovelace and pre-transformation-Belford. Richardson denies his reader 
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redemption for Lovelace. Lovelace's connection to Ovid and his comparing of himself to 

the worst of Ovid's villains means that Lovelace is too far gone. Richardson instead 

allows a redemption narrative for Belford, showing that university-men can be redeemed 

and incorporated into a Protestant world.  
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6. Conclusion  

 I began this dissertation with a question, why does Ovid regularly appear in 

eighteenth-century British literature during moments of overt eroticism and of 

questionable sexual consent? I wanted to know what it was about Ovid's work that 

allowed for a wide variety of interpretation: some writers citing his texts to show a 

liberated expression of erotic desire and other writers using his texts to press down upon 

the violence of sexual assault. On the one hand, it seemed obvious; Ovid's writings are, at 

their core, about rape, and those rapes are the way in which he writes the natural world 

into existence. The trees and birds that constitute the landscape of the Metamorphoses are 

overwhelmingly the results of women who were fleeing from rape, after all, so Ovid's 

landscape is defined by unwanted sexual pursuit. On the other hand, there was something 

playful about his writing that I could not quite articulate at first. It was not, actually, that 

he wrote about rape that made his works stand out as being emblematic of sexuality and 

sexual consent. It was the mode in which Ovid wrote: his playfulness, his luxuriating in 

sexual trickery, his gamification of his love motif—where men are hunters, women are 

hunted, and love is a sport.   

 Ovid's mode of writing about sexuality and sexual consent, what I call Ovidian 

eroticism throughout this dissertation, is defined by these three characteristics: the 

Ovidian love motif, the sexual trickery, and the rhetorical play. These three aspects of 

Ovid's work accumulate and amount to a narrative distance from the rapes that plague his 

works, especially Amores, Ars Amatoria, and Metamorphoses. When the Restoration 

receives Ovid, then, these authors, such as Aphra Behn, use the narrative distance as a 

gap in which to play. There is a coinciding in Ovid's reception and Restoration culture 
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and literature—where bawdiness is the dominant mode and rhetorical playfulness is the 

dominate style. Restoration authors receive Ovid's work and in the style in which he saw 

himself positioned, as tenerorum lusor amorum, the playful poet of tender love.  

 The fate of the rake and coquette was tied to the fate of the reception of Ovidian 

eroticism, then. Though this dissertation does not focus on their existence as real figures, 

the mode of sexuality they represent is present in the literature of Aphra Behn's writing 

culture but becoming increasingly absent by Samuel Richardson's time. Ironically, 

epistolary novels such as Richardson's Clarissa rely upon the model from Ovid's 

Heroides and are continuations of the amatory writing from Aphra Behn and Eliza 

Haywood (among others).  

 The pedagogy of Ovidian eroticism for female audiences disappears, as well. If 

Ovidian eroticism loses popularity, there is no reason to inoculate the later eighteenth-

century reader against its precepts. However, what rises in its place—an insistence on 

female virtue—presents itself as inevitable, ubiquitous, normalized. Virtue is positioned 

as a cultural good, a natural improvement on National taste as described by Sir Walter 

Scott's biographer, John Gibson Lockhart. When virtue is the dominant cultural mode, the 

warnings go underground. 

 I do not mean to suggest that the raunchy Restoration texts represent a literary and 

cultural ideal. I rather wish to question why female expressions of erotic desire retreat 

into coded language as the eighteenth century bore on. There are hints of female desire in 

Francis Burney's Evelina (1778), for instance, but Jane Austen's reader in the early 1800s 

must search very hard for female sexual pleasure in her marriage plots. This revision of 

female sexuality is part of the project of the realist novel, arguably begun by Samuel 
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Richardson. After all, Richardson's first novel, Pamela, carries the subtitle "Virtue 

Rewarded."  

 This dissertation is not a comprehensive survey of all authors from 1660-1750 

who insert Ovid into their own works. First of all, such a work would be impossible, and 

sprawling, as Ovid and Ovidian eroticism can be seen around almost any corner when 

one is looking. A work focused on unadulterated Ovid reception would feature Dryden 

(more prominently), Wycherly, Pope, among others. I was drawn instead towards a 

cultural interpretation of Ovid. With the exception of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, there 

is no definitive proof that any of the authors featured in this dissertation did not know 

Latin to read Ovid in original—and some definitively did not know Latin. The picture 

this dissertation paints, then, is how Ovid is understood by those who were reflecting the 

perspective about the broad reading public in which they wrote. In this way, "The 

Ovidian Eighteenth Century" captures a public, cultural understanding of Ovid that exists 

beyond the elite classroom space. In fact, this attitude, while harder to capture, is more 

potent. It does not reflect (or not exactly) how a single teacher teaches his pupils what 

characterizes Ovid's works. Instead, this cultural understanding reflects an understanding 

of Ovid that comes from the university, the printed translations, the insertions of Ovid in 

original compositions; and then this cultural understanding also reflects national taste on 

love, desire, and rape in a way that maps onto the Ovid allusions.  
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