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Mortals Challenging the gods

Ovid’s Metamorphoses contains many instances of divine transformation, many of which are caused by a mortal challenging one or more of the gods and being punished. Two major examples happen within one story arc, beginning in “Minerva meets the Muses at Helicon” and continuing in “Arachne and Minerva.”

‘
In “Minerva meets the Muses at Helicon” a group of sisters, the Pierids, challenge the gods of poetry and music to a poetry and music battle. Unsurprisingly they lose, and in vengeance, the Muses transform the Pierids into a group of magpies. (V. “Triptolemous.”)

Inspired by this ‘war story’, Athena, goddess of craftsmanship and battle, leaves to confront a mortal who, supposedly, is better than Athena at weaving. Athena descends down to the girl to inspect her. Arachne makes the careless statement “Let her contend in art with me; and if her skill prevails, I then will forfeit all!” (VI.35-38. “Arachne and Minerva”) Athena, affronted challenges the girl to a weaving contest. At the end of which, Minerva begrudgingly states that Arachne’s work had “not a fleck or flaw” (VI “Arachne and Minerva”), however Minerva takes her offense and strikes down Arachne, nearly-killing her and then transforming her into a spider. Minerva, is then, in the readers eyes the loser of the contest.
The stories show two different rules of ancient Greece and Rome. The first is that a person should never attempt to challenge the gods. Even if a person does better the gods in a contest they are extraordinarily petty and have powers that could not be guessed at, as Arachne and Pierids found out to their dismay. The second insistence is to never partake in hubris, or excessive pride, as it is a fatal flaw in Graeco-Roman culture. Getting above your station was extraordinarily dangerous and fatal. Whether in the face of gods or emperors everyone should accept their lot.
