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Response Paper Two – Actaeon’s Loss of Speech


In this paper I would like to focus on the loss of speech in the story of Diana and Actaeon in Book III of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Loss of speech is an obvious byproduct of transforming into inanimate objects or animals incapable of speech. The story of Diana and Actaeon in particular is a dramatic illustration of what happens when one loses one’s voice. In this short story, Actaeon, grandson of Cadmus, King of Thebes, relaxes in a nearby forest after a long day of hunting. He idly wanders through the forest and chances upon chaste Diana, goddess of the hunt, as she bathes in a secluded cave in a sacred section of the forest. Embarrassed and ashamed, the virgin goddess enacts revenge: “She seized and flung it [water] in the young man’s face, / And as the avenging downpour drenched his hair / She added words that warned of doom: ‘Now tell / You saw me here naked without my clothes, / If you can tell at all!’”(III.188-193). Diana, a virgin goddess who symbolizes all that is the opposite of sex and/or sexual desire, must punish Actaeon for laying eyes upon her naked body. Thus Diana, out of reach of her hunting weapons, splashes water on Actaeon and transforms him into a deer. She also foreshadows the gruesome fate of Actaeon with her last comment, alluding to his inability to speak as a deer.

Actaeon’s transformation leaves him in the body of a deer, the very game he and his men set out to hunt. “Antlers she raised upon his dripping head, / Lengthened his neck, pointed his ears, transformed / His hands to hooves arms to legs, and draped / His body with a dappled hide”(III.194-197). Actaeon’ body may be mutable but his soul is not. Actaeon retains his consciousness despite being in the body of a deer. “He tried to say ‘Alas’ – but no words came; / He groaned – that was his voice; the tears rolled down / On cheeks not his – all had changed except his mind”(III.202-204). Thus Actaeon loses his ability to speak, an obvious side-effect of being a deer.  

Actaeon then flees from the cave in fear and notices the quickness and agility of his new form. Just then, however, Actaeon sees his own hunting hounds. He tries to call out to them but is unable to form words. He laments his loss of speech as the dogs close in and begin to tear him to shreds in the following quote: “He longed to shout / ‘I am Actaeon, look, I am your master!’ / Words failed his will; their baying filled the sky”(III.129-131). Thus Diana imparts a far greater punishment upon Actaeon than a quick and simple death. He is to die a slow and bloody death, as his own hounds tear him apart, one bite at a time.


The transformation and death of Actaeon in Book III of Ovid’s Metamorphoses is therefore a dramatic reflection of the consequence of losing one’s voice. Because Actaeon lost his voice in his transformation, he is unable to call off his own dogs from killing him. Physically, the loss of speech therefore symbolizes death. In the story of Diana and Actaeon, to speak is to be alive and the inability to speak is to die. Metaphorically, Actaeon’s loss of speech comes to symbolize a loss of identity. As the hounds hover over their prey, Actaeon’s fellow hunters call out for him to join the hunt. They mourn his absence. However, Actaeon indeed has a front row seat to the kill. His loss of speech has simply robbed him of his identity and left him unnoticed to the world – left him to die. As the pack of hounds sink their teeth into his flesh, he utters his last attempt at recognition: “He gave a wailing scream, / Not human, yet a sound no stag could voice, / And filled with anguished cries the mountainside / He knew so well…But his friends / With their glad usual shouts cheered on the pack”(III. 237- 243).  
