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“Fundamental to most tales of metamorphosis 
are two antitheses: that between continuity and 
change, and that between body and 
mind/spirit/soul.”  

 

R. Buxton: Forms of Astonishment: Greek Myths 
of Metamorphosis. Oxford 2009, p. 9 
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Circe transforms men into pigs:  
Homer, Odyssey 10.233-40: 

 
[She] led [Odysseus’ men] in and sat them down on 
chairs and benches, and mixed a drink for them […]. 
As soon as they had drunk it down she struck them 
with her rod and drove them into the sties for her 
pigs. And they took the form of pigs – swinish 
heads, grunts, and bristles: only their minds stayed 
as they had been. So they were penned  

there, weeping, in the sties... 

 (transl. Hammond) 
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Plato, Phaedo 81e-82b: 
 [Socrates]: “Moreover, these are not the souls of 

good but of inferior men, which are forced to 
wander there, paying the penalty for their 
previous bad upbringing.  
[…] 
 “What kind of characters do you say these are, 
Socrates?”  
“Those, for example, who have carelessly 
practiced gluttony, violence and drunkenness are 
likely to join a company of donkeys or of similar 
animals. Do you not think so?” 
“Very likely.” 

 

4 



Apuleius of Madaurus: 
The Golden Ass or Metamorphoses  
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Apuleius Metamorphoses 1.9: 
 

Then there was a neighbouring innkeeper 
competing for custom with her; she changed 
him into a frog, and now the old man swims in a 
barrel of his own wine, and as he squats in the 
lees he greets his former customers with dutiful 
croaks. (transl. Walsh) 
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Apuleius Metamorphoses 2.1: 
 

… I recalled that I was in the heart of Thessaly, the source of those 
spells of the magic art which are famed by common consent through 
the entire world. I remembered too that the tale recounted by 
Aristomenes, that best of companions, had its origin in this city. So in 
expectation and enthusiasm alike I was quite alert, and I studied each 
feature with some care. I did not believe that anything which I gazed 
on in the city was merely what it was, but that every single object had 
been transformed into a different shape by some muttered and deadly 
incantation. I thought that the stones which caused me to trip were 
petrified persons, that the birds which I could hear were feathered 
humans, that the trees enclosing the city limits were people who had 
likewise sprouted foliage, that the waters of the fountains were issuing 
from human bodies. I imagined that at any moment the statues and 
portraits would parade about, that the walls would speak, that oxen 
and other cattle would prophesy, that the very sky and the sun’s orb 
would suddenly proclaim an oracular message.  
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Apuleius Metamorphoses 3.25f.: 
 As I helplessly surveyed the entire length of my body, and 

came to the realization that I was not a bird but an ass, I tried 
to complain at what Photis had done to me. But I was now 
deprived of the human faculties of gesture and speech; all I 
could do by way of silent reproach was to droop my lower lip, 
and with tearful eyes give her a sidelong look. […] “That’s the 
end of poor me! In my panic and haste I made a mistake; 
those look-alike boxes deceived me. But the saving grace is 
that the remedy for this transformation is quite easy and 
available. Just chew some roses, and you 
 will stop being an ass and at once be- 
come my Lucius again. […] She kept  
wailing on like this. Though I was now a  
perfect ass, a Lucius-turned-beast, I still  
preserved my human faculties … 

 

8 



Rules for Metamorphosis 

• Retention of human mind 

• Loss of human voice 

• Apt metamorphosis: the animal suits the 
human character 
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Sergei Eisenstein on Walt Disney: 
 

“poetry’s principle of transformation works 
comically in Disney, given as a literal 
metamorphosis... Metamorphosis is not a slip of 
the tongue, for in leafing through Ovid several of 
his pages seem to be copied from Disney’s 
cartoons.” 

 

S. Eisenstein: director of e.g. Battleship 
Potemkin (1925) 
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Steamboat Willie (1928) 
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Pinocchio (1940) 
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Cinderella (1950) 
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Beauty and the Beast (1991) 
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The Emperor’s New Groove (2000) 
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The Princess and the Frog (2009) 
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Elinor’s human mind 

Merida: “You are covered with fur, you are not 
naked” 
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Loss of voice 

Merida: “sorry, I don’t speak bear” 
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Apt metamorphosis: 

Merida: “the spell, it’s happened before. The 
strength of 10 men. Fate, be changed.” 

“The prince became Mordu.” 
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Apt metamorphosis: 

Elinor: “I will gobble you up”.  
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(incompetent) witch or wood carver? 
“too many unsatisfied customers” 
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“Fate be changed, look inside, mend 
the bond torn by pride.” 

 
• tapestry of her family 

• The clans: “an alliance, forged in bravery and 
friendship. … I have been selfish, … I now 
know that I need to mend the bond” 

• Bond between mother and daughter 
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Merida’s metamorphosis 

“I want a spell to change my mother, to change my fate” 
 
“That gammy witch gave me a gammy spell … I only 
wanted her to change you …The witch is to blame!” 
 
“Fate be changed, look inside, mend the bond torn by 
pride.” 
 
“you have always been  
there for me. You’ve  
never given up on me…  
I love you” 
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Fragile humanity 

Merida: “You’ve changed. Like you are a bear on 
the inside” 
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Mutual metamorphosis 

Merida: “You’ve changed!”  

Elinor: “Oh darling, we both have” 
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Fragile Human Identity 
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Merida: Another Disney Metamorphosis? 


