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Untying Myrrha’s Family Knot


In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, “Myrrha” displays the importance of the way in which words are used.  For instance, when Myrrha is trying to tell her nurse that she is in love with her father, she is actually unable to find the right words to say (Ovid X. 390-398, 237). This inability to communicate indicates that Myrrha is fully aware that her feelings toward her father, Cinyras, are socially unacceptable; therefore, she struggles to explain her sinful emotions.  Also, when Cinyras refers to Myrrha’s love for him as “dutiful,” she is ashamed (Ovid X. 362, 236).  The word “dutiful” serves as a seemingly unnecessary reminder to Myrrha that Cinyras sees her love for him as daughterly and respectful, when in reality she loves him passionately as one would a lover. However, the most effective example of the power of words is when Myrrha formulates a familial knot (Ovid X. 346, 236). In Myrrha’s knot, words serve to connect domestic terms with the social expectations associated with each of them; these connections through words allow both the readers and Myrrha to realize the extent to which she would be tearing her family apart if she chooses to act on her emotions toward her father.

The words used in Myrrha’s family knot are so powerful because the typical meanings of domestic terms, such as “brother,” “sister,” “mother,” and “father,” become undefined.  She says, "Think of the tangled knot of ties and names! Will you become your father's concubine, your mother's rival? Shall men label you your brother's mother, sister of your son" (Ovid X. 346-349, 236)? The use of words presents the main problems that will arise due to Myrrha and Cinyras’ incestual relationship. For instance, the family will lack a social hierarchy; Myrrha’s son may not show her the respect that a mother should receive because she also is taking on the role of his sister.  Myrrha’s relationship with Cinyras also becomes questionable because he is not only her father but has also acted as her partner in intimacy.  Of course, Myrrha’s relationship with her mother will most likely suffer because rather than looking to her as a role model, she may see her as competition.  Another complicated relationship would be that of Myrrha’s son and her mother.  Myrrha may become a loving grandmother or take on a role similar to that of an evil stepmother.  Regardless of how these relationships transform, it is clear that the family hierarchy is tangled due to these unclear definitions of domestic terms.  Aside from destroying Myrrha’s family as she knows it, society will also look at them in a different light.  Ovid describes Myrrha’s romantic love for her father as “a greater crime than hate” (Ovid X. 315, 235). This shows that society sees incest as a taboo subject and that they would likely lose respect for the entire family. 


The importance of words is skillfully demonstrated by Ovid in his story “Myrrha.”  Not only do certain words bring about strong emotions, but a lack of words also displays powerful feelings.  Myrrha is at a loss of words when trying to tell the nurse about her passionate love for her father, which shows that she is aware that her feelings are unacceptable and she may even feel discomfited in sharing them with someone else (Ovid X. 390-398, 237). However, the most effectual demonstration of the power of words is when Myrrha formulates a familial web, which displays the consequences that would arise from her romantic relationship with her father (Ovid X. 346, 236).  Most likely recognizing the disturbing connections that she makes in this knot, she tries to justify it by thinking that these terms associated with family do not have to have such firm definitions (Ovid X. 350-358, 236).  Still, words cannot simply be redefined without consequences; society would not accept a family who has a woman who acts as mother and sister to her son.  Aside from society’s inability to accept a change in the roles of these domestic terms, the family hierarchy would collapse.  For this reason, the clever use of words proves to play a very important part in Ovid’s “Myrrha” because they make connections not only with emotions, but also with roles that are strictly enforced in society.
