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346 PHOENIX 

Fab. 59). The answer, I suspect, is that when Ovid wrote the Metamorphoses the 

story of the transformed Phyllis did not yet exist. 
Similarities between the Culex's catalogue and Ovid's in the Metamorphoses 

(10.90-108) indicate that one probably depends on the other. Not only do the 
two list many of the same trees (which was perhaps inevitable), but each associates 
the trees with Orpheus. Each includes transformed trees, the Culex mentioning 
Phyllis, Ovid not. If Ovid is the imitator, why does he leave out Phyllis (= almond 
tree) alone of the trees in the Culex's catalogue? Moreover, if he knew the Culex 
with its allusion to the metamorphosis of Phyllis, it becomes the more inexplicable 
why, in all his accounts of Phyllis, he never makes the slightest reference to this 

aspect of the myth. If, however, we assume that the Culex postdates Ovid's work, 
then the occurrence of this story here but not in Ovid is plausibly explained. The 

myth did not yet exist when Ovid wrote. 
We may offer a tentative reconstruction in broad terms of the stages of the 

Phyllis story. 1) Phyllis was betrayed by Demophoon, who left her and never 
returned. She committed suicide. 2) A tree motif was introduced (whether 
trees around her grave or the tree from which she hanged herself), as well as an 

aetiology Phyllis/Phylla (perhaps Callimachean). 3) Phyllis herself becomes the 
tree (to improve the aetiology?) and the return of Demophoon is introduced.4 
This last development may have taken place in the first half of the first century 
A.D. and may explain the romantic interest in the myth which Persius attacks 

(1.34). The tale took on a maudlin and melodramatic twist, "t la Romeo and 

Juliet, as the lover, returning only to find his beloved dead, must be satisfied by 
loving her in a strange and unfulfilling way, by embracing the tree that was once 
his girl. 

Be this as it may, I would in sum suggest that when Ovid wrote the 

Metamorphoses, there existed no story of the transformation of Phyllis and that the 
allusion to it in the Culex establishes this poem as post-Ovidian.5 The reference 
in the Culex, however, is so casual as to indicate that the story was familiar enough 
to be immediately recognized. Therefore, the Culex itself must be somewhat later 
than the mythical innovation. Perhaps we will not go far astray in assigning the 
work to the period 20-40 A.D., the latter limit to allow a generation for the poem 

4Whether these two turns were introduced together and, if not, which came first seems impossible 
to determine. The Culex apparently offers the transformation without the return of Demophoon, 
but Junius Philagyrius (ad Ecl. 5.10) and, following him, the Schol. Bern. (ad Ecl. 5.10) present the 
return of Demophoon without the metamorphosis (although the behaviour of the tree suggests human 

sensitivity). We should note that Demophoon's return also appears unknown to Ovid and Propertius, 
whose exclusive emphasis on his perfidy (Prop. 2.24.43-44) suggests they knew no version wherein he 
was delayed but finally returned. The details of the myth which Cremutius Cordus knew we cannot 
recover from Pliny's brief mention (H.N. 16.108). 

5 Or at least post-Metamorphoses. The role of Ovid's fellow-poet Tuscus (Pont. 4.16.20) in the 

development of the Phyllis-myth is impossible to delineate. We know nothing of the poet or the 

poem. 
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to win acceptance as Vergilian, since Lucan, Martial, and Statius all considered 
the poem Vergil's work.6 
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