
Ovid’s Death and Proserpina from Book V of The Metamorphoses simultaneously serves more than one purpose.  It is set within a contest of storytelling that encompasses most of Book V.  In Death and Proserpina, Ovid is speaking as the muse Calliope and she relates a tale meant to explain the origin of the change of seasons.  The tale’s external aim, as it relates to the storytelling contest, is then to not only surpass the tale before it but also to sway the nymphs judging the contest.


The end of the tale immediately preceding Death and Proserpina shows one of the women (only identified as the daughters of Pierus) who challenged the muses relating a tale involving the giant Typhoeus.  Typhoeus is depicted as a scourge of the gods and the gods are depicted as being very afraid and hiding from him.  Calliope immediately begins her tale with the legend of the formation of Sicily, this specifically involves Typhoeus being subdued, pinned down and forming the foundation of Sicily itself.  The other external component to Death and Proserpina involves its heroic inclusion of the nymphs Cyane and Arethusa.  Cyane attempts to prevent Death from carrying Proserpina into the underworld and Arethusa, in her form as a river, informs Ceres of Proserpina’s fate and her imprisonment in the underworld as Death’s bride.  This inclusion of the Nymphs so prominently is an obvious ploy to curry favor with the judges.


The central event in Death and Proserpina however is Proserpina’s rape and abduction into the underworld.  Upon hearing of her daughter’s abduction, Ceres causes all agriculture to cease:



“She smashed the crooked ploughs that turned the soil



And brought dark ruin down on men and cattle;



She then gave orders to tilled field and lawn



To blight the seed, betray their duties, and



Unmake their reputation for rich harvest.”

This is a clear indication of winter, but the implication here is that it is a catastrophe and not part of a normal cycle, this indicates it to be a phenomenon previously unknown to humankind.  Ceres then implores Jupiter to have Proserpina returned.  The only problem is that she has eaten the food of Hades.  She has, however, eaten seven pomegranate seeds.  The pomegranate itself has definite sexual connotations and her partaking of it represents the sexual consummation of her marriage to Death.  Evidence of this can be seen in the fact that up to this point in the tale she is portrayed as an innocent virgin, even “guileless”.  Immediately afterward however, she becomes a powerful and vengeful goddess when she punishes Ascalaphus for revealing her transgression.  The solution now is for Jupiter to split her time in Hades and her time on earth equally.  

