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Abstract

In this thesis, my aim is to interrogate how the simile may serve as a vehicle for unconventional
and non-conforming modes of presentation, imagination, and articulation of identity in
classical epic poetry, and to showcase how we can extrapolate from such examples more
general functionalities of the simile as a figure of speech with a particularly pronounced queer
potential. Each chapter begins by taking soundings in similes from ancient epic and develops,
through close readings of selected examples, insights into how the simile’s distinctive linguistic
structure and conceptual framework yields such queer potential. It then carries these insights
over into the analysis of, as it were, ‘out and out’ queer poetry by contemporary writers, both
to test whether the formal-aesthetic analysis of the simile previously established on the basis
of ancient material holds here as well and to examine if and how the previously detected queer
potential is (or is not) realised in these contemporary queer works.

In the Introduction, I show what kind of relevancy a queer study of the simile might
have across the study of Classics as a discipline today. In the first chapter, I position the simile
as both an object of inquiry and a methodological framework, exploring its queer potential and
its capacity to disrupt linear time. Rather than reinforcing stable literary genealogies, I argue
that similes create dynamic, non-linear engagements with the past, offering a model for
queerness as fluid and resistant to fixed categories. Focusing on epic poetry, I demonstrate how
similes unsettle conventional narrative structures and enable transhistorical dialogues between
texts. Ultimately, I show that the simile functions as a queer figure of speech that disturbs,
disrupts, and opens new possibilities for engaging with both antiquity and contemporary
literature. The second chapter, on Ovid’s Metamorphoses, concentrates on the simile as a tool
for erotic fantasy. It takes as its point and mode of comparison explicit receptions of the studied
texts via the technique of impersonation, such as Kae Tempest’s Hold Your Own (2014). The

third chapter, on Homer’s Odyssey and similes on familial structures, then compares uses of



the simile in the Odyssey with uses of the simile in Ocean Vuong’s Night Sky with Exit Wounds
(2016), exploring dynamics of classical reception that implicate the simile by way of
intertextual references. The fourth chapter, on Homer’s /liad, focuses on animal similes and
their recurrence in contemporary queer poetry, taking Donika Kelly’s Bestiary (2016) as a main
example and adopting a more open, thematic way of comparison. The fifth chapter, on
Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica, discusses water similes in this poem and puts them into
dialogue with the associative-conceptual notion of water-as-simile developed by Alice Oswald
in her lecture “Interview with Water” (2020). The conclusion synthesises the findings of the
previous chapters, reflecting on the broader implications of the study for the fields of classical
reception, queer poetics, and comparative literature. It considers how the simile’s queer
potential might be further explored beyond the texts examined here, suggesting directions for
future research in both classical and contemporary literary studies.

Across the different chapters, through these variations of comparative-critical
engagement, the thesis seeks to model and make manifest, alongside the substantive analysis
and arguments it develops, how the simile not only opens up new ways of imagining identity
and kinship in classical poetry, but also enriches contemporary readerly and writerly practices,
both scholarly and creative. My analysis then seeks to illustrate how the simile can inspire
innovative methods of textual comparison, leading to new approaches for classical reception
and comparative criticism. As | aim to show, comparing similes in epic poetry with those in
contemporary queer poetry can reveal common themes and poetic techniques used across
different genres, enriching the study of poetics and poetic imagination. Situated at the
intersection of general descriptive poetics and decidedly queer formal-aesthetic analysis, this
thesis approaches the study of poetics from an engaged queer perspective to shed new light on
how the simile functions as a trope within classical epic and contemporary queer poetry and

how it inspires new modalities of comparison, in both creative and literary-critical writing.
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Introduction: Compared to What?

Preface

Similes disrupt. They fracture the flow of narrative, pull readers across temporal and conceptual
distances, and create unexpected connections between seemingly unrelated worlds. In ancient
epic poetry, this capacity for disruption allows similes to unsettle the expectations of epic
representation: perhaps interrupting linear storytelling, or introducing alternative perspectives,
or momentarily shifting the terms through which the poem constructs its world. One of the
most striking ways in which similes disrupt epic narrative is through their manipulation of verb
tenses: this complicates temporal experience and creates a layered sense of time, for instance
by entering into the timeless or immediate vision of a present tense in the midst of a past-tense
narration that speaks of long gone events. We see this interplay of tenses clearly in a simile
from Book 11 of the /liad, where the augmented aorist and present tense appear side by side
(11. 11.558-65): !

& Alag 10T and Tphov tetmpévog frop

f{ie TOAL" dékwv: Tepl Yap die viuoiv Ayoidv.

®¢ " 01 dvog map” dpovpav idv ERMoaTo moidag

voONc, Ot 31 TOAAY TtEpl POTOA dppic déymt,

Keipel T’ eioeABov Pabv Anjiov: ol 8¢ T€ TOIdEC

tOnTovsy pontdAoiot Bin 6€ e vmin avTdV*

omoVdNL T €ENAacoay, €nel T ékopéocato PopPiic

®¢ 10T €mert’ Alavta péyav Telapdviov viov

Tpdeg vmépBupor moAvnyepéeg T Emikovpot
vOGG0vVTEG ELGTOIGL HEGOV GAKOG OUEV ETOVTO.

' “As when a donkey heads towards a field | of crops, and children try to drive him back, | but he is
stubborn—many sticks are broken | upon his back, but he gets to the field, | enters, and devastates the
thick tall grain, | while children keep on hitting him with sticks | but very feebly though they try so hard,
| and when at last they make him leave the crop, | he has already had his fill of food— | just so the
valiant Trojans and their allies, | gathered from far and wide, assailed great Ajax, | constantly battering
his shield with spears’. Text by Monro and Allen and translation by Wilson, unless stated otherwise.



Here, the shifting between aorist (éfmooato, 11.558; €dyn, 11.559; eiocedbmv, 11.560;
e&nhaccav, ékopéccato 11.562), present tenses (idv, 11.558; keiper, 11.560; tdomTovowy,
11.561; vdooovteg, 11.565) and even imperfect (§movto, 11.565) generates a complex temporal
texture. This layering creates a sense of simultaneity between the donkey’s movement and
Ajax’s stand: both are visualized not as remembered or abstract, but as momentarily present.
Just as the donkey and Ajax are held in analogy without identification, so too are their temporal
frames kept in dynamic interplay. This temporal doubleness mirrors the simile’s broader
disruptive potential: similes do not merely trouble narrative continuity, they also complicate
the ways texts construct identity, relationality, and desire. Stephanie Burt gestures toward this
potential in her essay “Like”: here she proposes an ‘easily drafted’ but ‘unwritten’ essay called
“The Queer Simile”, in which ‘comparisons using /ike or as stand for same-sex and non-
procreative sexual pleasure, while metaphor, comparison using the copula, stands for
heterosexual intercourse’.> Burt’s provocation raises a crucial question: if similes are
structurally defined by relationality without collapse (by like rather than is) might this formal
openness itself be a site of queerness?

Burt herself demonstrates this potential by pointing to the way similes can hold
contradiction and ambiguity in ways that metaphor does not, writing that simile, with its use of
the ‘like’ preposition, ‘can do justice (as metaphor may not) to antithetical aspects of one
object, and to the vagueness and slipperiness of an object that remains abstract, or inward, or
hard to pin down’.? She illustrates this through E. A. Robinson’s poem Eros Turannos:*

Though like waves breaking it may be,

Or like a changed familiar tree,

Or like a stairway to the sea,
Where down the blind are driven.

2 Burt (2014), 18.
3 Burt (2014), 19.
4 Robinson (1914).



Here, the similes accumulate rather than resolve, layering shifting images that refuse singular
meaning. Each comparison gestures toward an approximation, a resemblance that is always
slightly beyond reach. In this way, the simile becomes a figure of openness to alternative
possibilities, just like queer modes of perception, relation, and self-presentation. Taking up
Burt’s invitation, my study examines how similes operate as moments of poetic instability that
resist singular meaning, disrupt normative structures of time and narrative, and create spaces
of interpretive potential that resonate with queer modes of being, perception, and desire. In
particular, this thesis explores how similes’ formal instability challenges what is expected
within the conventions of narration and characterization of the epic genre, as the most prolific
site for the exploration of similes and extended similes.

Each chapter begins by taking soundings in similes from ancient epic, and develops,
through close readings of selected examples, insights into how the simile’s distinctive linguistic
structure and conceptual framework yields such queer potential. It then carries these insights
over into the analysis of, as it were, ‘out and out’ queer poetry by contemporary writers, both
to test whether the formal-aesthetic analysis of the simile previously established on the basis
of ancient material holds here as well and to examine if and how the previously detected queer
potential is (or is not) realised in these contemporary queer works, and vice versa. Through
variations of comparative-critical engagement, the thesis seeks to model and make manifest,
alongside the substantive analysis and arguments it develops, how the simile not only opens up
new modes of perception, relationality, and presentation of the self in classical poetry, but also
enriches contemporary readerly and writerly practices, both scholarly and creative. By
examining the simile’s capacity to create moments of interpretive suspension and resonance,
my analysis also illustrates how this poetic device fosters innovative methods of textual
comparison, ultimately leading to new approaches for classical reception and comparative

criticism.



In engaging with similes as sites of imaginative reconfiguration and aesthetic intensity,
I argue that these figures of speech do not merely embellish the texts in which they appear but
actively reshape the conditions of interpretation. Situated at the intersection of general
descriptive poetics and decidedly queer formal-aesthetic analysis (asking how do similes work
and what is structurally-hermeneutically queer about similes respectively), I will then approach
the study of poetics from an engaged queer perspective, shedding new light on how the simile
functions as a trope within classical epic and contemporary queer poetry and how it inspires
new modalities of comparison in both creative and literary-critical writing. By doing so, this
work contributes to broader discussions about the politics of form in classical literature and the
ways in which queer reading strategies can revitalize our understanding of literary devices that
have often been examined within the constraints of traditional philological paradigms. The
simile, as a figure of relationality and transformation, thus emerges as a crucial site for
rethinking the intersections of classical and contemporary poetry, critical theory, and queer
aesthetics. Through this exploration, the thesis not only expands our understanding of a
fundamental poetic device but also contributes to ongoing conversations about how literary
form mediates identity, history, and desire in ways that continue to resonate across different

temporal and cultural contexts.

Ancient Queers, Queer Ancients: Moving Beyond Identity

To understand the topic of my investigation, it is first important to show what kind of relevancy
a queer study of the simile might have across the study of Classics as a discipline today.
Although the relationship between queerness and classical literature has received increasing
attention in recent years, discussions of queerness in ancient texts have largely focused on
questions of character, representation, and the expression of gender and sexuality. This

approach has tended to privilege who is represented in a text over how language itself might



operate queerly.’> As Matzner notes in his Oxford Classical Dictionary entry on queer theory
and ancient literature:®
Ancient literature’s queerness, consequently, has two dimensions: (a) accounts—real
and imagined—of sexual behaviours, erotic desires, intimate relationships, and
notorious figures recognizably at odds with the sociosexual norms of Greece and Rome
(“ancient queers”); and (b) accounts that, whatever their status in antiquity, appear
strikingly odd in their later reception (“queer ancients”). These two dimensions can and
do converge, as in the development of modern Western sexual identity categories
(homosexual, bisexual, etc.), which drew heavily on ancient “case studies.”
The distinction between “ancient queers” and “queer ancients”, and specifically the focus on
what might appear ‘odd’ in classical literature and later receptions is crucial for my study of
the simile. Yet while Matzner’s distinction usefully frames who we consider queer in antiquity
and 1n later receptions, it does not fully account for zow queerness operates structurally within
ancient texts. My study of the simile extends this framework by shifting the focus from who or
what is queer to how queerness is produced through language. While I build on Matzner’s
insights, I argue that queerness in ancient literature is not only about identifying queer figures
or readings but also about tracing the mechanisms through which texts construct, unsettle, and
reimagine identity across time. Rather than locating queerness in specific characters or
relationships, equating queerness in classics with an identity-based approach, my analysis
therefore examines how similes themselves, through their formal instability, relational
structure, and resistance to fixed meaning, can function as queer textual moments. In this way,

I seek to extend the conversation beyond who is represented in ancient texts to consider how

poetic language operates in ways that align with queer aesthetics, perception, and temporality.

3 This topic is becoming increasingly prominent in the field of what might be considered Queer Classics,
as shown in Matzner (2022), Olsen and Telo, eds. (2022), Haselswerdt, Lindheim, Ormand, eds. (2023).
See also D’Angelo’s and Lam’s recent Call for Papers for the SCS 2026. Available at: <
https://www.archaeology.wiki/blog/2025/01/24/queerness-beyond-identity/>.

® Matzner (2022)

10


https://www.archaeology.wiki/blog/2025/01/24/queerness-beyond-identity/

Identity-based approaches are something that queer and trans studies have long
challenged,” but this pushback still needs to find its ground in the study of Classics as a
discipline. This is perhaps because queer interpretations of ancient texts, ideas, and
performances often face a greater burden of proof.® A queer approach to reading, analysing,
and constructing knowledge about the ancient past is frequently seen as less legitimate or as
ahistorical. Thus, in Classics and classical reception studies, there has been a particular
emphasis on the need to justify the study of queerness in the ancient world through philological
and historical evidence. This has often lead to the creation of a false genealogy of queerness as
finding its birthplace in ancient Greece and Rome. Queer theory’s engagement with Classics
is often traced back to Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (1978), a foundational text
in understanding the connections between ancient Mediterranean societies and so-called
deviant sexualities. Influenced by Kenneth Dover’s Greek Homosexuality (1978), Foucault’s
work presents homosexuality not as a fixed identity but as a construct shaped by medical, legal,
and social power structures. While Foucault’s insights into power, sex, and discourse were
revolutionary, his institutionalization as a key figure in the study of sexuality also reflects a
tendency to stabilize and structure queer inquiry. His approach frames Greece as both distant
from and foundational to modern European sexual identities, reinforcing a genealogy that links

ancient practices to a Western yet falsely universalised framework of queerness. °

The focus on queerness as an object of enquiry, along with the adoption of the term as a

personal politicised identity rather than ‘a collective position’ for ‘mobilization and action’ and

7 See Wiegman (2012) on identity studies and social justice, Amin (2017) on the dangers of idealisation
of specific figures and identities, Peterson (2024) on identity and self-determination, and Kotrosits
(2023) on gender and sexuality as object of studies in the ancient world.

8 I have further explored this in Bell and Colli (2022). Available at: <
https://classicalreception.org/queer-theory-and-classics/>.

? See, for example, Foucault (1978) and Dover (1978). For a critique on Foucault’s use of Dover, see
Atack (2024).

11
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‘interrogation and imagining’ has been detrimental to queerness as a generative, radical force
for structural change.!® As queerness has become increasingly tied to personal identity rather
than a framework for coalition-building and social transformation, its radical edge has been
blunted. As Cohen notes, this is a concerning trend for queer politics: !!
I worry that as more individuals take on the identity of queer as an embodiment of
sexual positionality, queer becomes less effective—if it ever was effective—as a
unifying framework for solidarity work across domains of struggle and across
identities. What I see now is a queer politics defined by bodies and practices and less
about collaborative politics: what I might crudely call the queer politics of identity over
the queer politics of positionality.
Cohen’s desired shift of queerness from a politics of identity to a politics of positionality is
something that is necessary for the study of queer theory and Classics as well. The focus that
Classics as a discipline puts on trying to validate queer identities of characters and authors, as
opposed to utilising queer theory as a broader theoretical lens, is even reflected in the available
bibliography in Classics that explicitly uses the term ‘queer’ in its title. A search of the L'dnnée
Philologique database, for example, will reveal that out of twenty-three entries that contain
‘queer’ in the title,'> more than half of those are related to ‘queering’ a specific author or
character. In recent years, discussions regarding queer methodologies in the field,'? or inquiries
reflecting upon the history of queer studies in Classics,'* have significantly increased, and the

recent publication of The Routledge Handbook of Classics and Queer Theory (2023) signals a

growing recognition of the need for more expansive approaches in Classics.!> But much work

10 Cohen (2019), 142.

' Cohen (2019), 143.

12 From 2007, and as of April 2025. I am here counting texts that use the term ‘queer’ to indicate a
deviation from the norm in terms of gender and sexuality.

13 Encouraged by research groups such as The Lambda Classical Caucus, Queer and the Classical
(QATC), and Critical Ancient World Studies (CAWYS).

14 See for example Ingleheart (2018) on the nexus between Classics, sex, and Victorian education; or,
more generally, discussions put forward by the Res Difficiles conference series. Available at:
https://resdifficiles.com/.

15 Haselswerdt, Lindheim, and Ormand (2023).

12
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remains to be done in exploring how queerness can function as a critical lens beyond identity-
based readings.

By shifting the focus from who is represented to how queerness operates at the level of
textual structure and meaning-making, my thesis therefore seeks to contribute to this broader
reorientation of queer inquiry in Classics. I aim to extend the conversation beyond
representation to consider how poetic language itself can instantiate queer ways of knowing
and relating, reinforcing the potential of queer studies as an expansive and destabilizing critical
framework rather than a rigid identity category. Examining the simile within epic through a
queer lens allows for a broader reconsideration of how queerness and poetry intersect. Rather
than treating queerness as merely an aspect of identity or representation, this approach
highlights its potential as both an aesthetic and political force, one that reshapes our
understanding of poetic form and meaning. Traditionally, discussions of eroticism, pleasure,
and identity in the classical world turn to lyric, elegy, and epigram; genres associated with
personal reflection and individual experience. Figures such as Sappho, Ovid, and Catullus,
despite their undeniable literary and cultural weight, are often read as exploring queerness
primarily in private or sentimental terms. By contrast, epic can still too easily be regarded as
the pinnacle of public and political storytelling, reinforcing a harmful and problematic
separation between queerness as personal and epic as grand and collective, or at any rate as not
invested in subjectivity and affect.

Queer literature, however, like epic, is always political. As Amin argues, for queer
studies to fully engage with historical and social contexts, it must first dismantle its own
idealized imaginaries:'¢

Queer Studies [...] must first deidealize its various political and historical imaginaries

and disaggregate their assumed relation to one another. For an attention to the
variegated textures of queer, as it exits the realm of high theory to be assumed,

16 Amin (2017), 175.

13



embodied, and enacted within particular social contexts, requires us to deidealize the

queer imaginaries we treasure the most.
Amin’s call for deidealization is particularly relevant when we note that the study of queerness
in antiquity often frames Greece and Rome as the origins of modern queer identities, a
genealogical approach which risks stabilizing queerness within a historical narrative that
privileges Western conceptions of sexuality. By treating antiquity as a point of origin rather
than as a site of complex and unstable discourses on desire, queerness has often been
inadvertently reinforced as a rigid and teleological concept.!” My approach, in contrast, seeks
to move beyond the idea of Greece and Rome as a birthplace of queerness and instead
interrogate how language itself, and the simile in particular, functions as a site of queer
potential. By looking at the figure of the simile in epic, and by looking at its queer potential, I
also want to recognise the possibilities of the pairing of queerness and poetry more widely as
a ‘category that can combine aesthetics and politics at once, and transform the two into the
formalization of a project’. '3

Rather than reading queerness as something that must be located in particular figures
or acts, I examine how similes create relational structures that resist fixed meaning, disrupt
narrative continuity, and generate slippages between categories. If queer studies is to resist
becoming an ossified academic discourse, it must continually expand its methods and objects
of inquiry. My study of the simile within epic poetry as a queer textual form is one such attempt
to rethink how queerness operates beyond identity. In choosing to pair epic with queer poetry,
and in choosing to explore the queer within epic, I want to bring about a deidealization of

queerness in the ancient world and ancient literature as something that can only be found in the

private, in the secretive, in the sentimental. By shifting the focus from characters and identities

17 Traub (2013) provides an overview of theories and methods of queer unhistoricism that actively
challenge teleological perspectives. I will discuss queer unhistoricism in more depth in Chapter 1.
18 Abi-Karam and Gabriel (2020), 4.

14



to the mechanics of language itself, my approach not only broadens the scope of queer classical
reception, but also suggests that queer meaning might reside not only in who texts represent,
but in the ways they articulate relationships between self and other, past and present, known

and unknown.

Uncovering The Queer Simile

Along with an increased interest in queer theory in Classics, in recent years there has also been
a growing scholarly interest in the destabilizing nature of the simile, both in ancient and
contemporary literature. Over forty years ago already, Foley’s seminal article on “reverse
similes” had clearly shown the potential for the simile to be explored as a destabilising force
when it comes to gender and gender expression.!'® More recently, scholars such as von Glinski,
Beck, and Purves have explored how similes function not simply as comparisons but as
moments of rupture, transformation, and reconfiguration within epic and other genres. Von
Glinski’s Simile and Identity in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (2012) stands out as a fundamental
study on how the epic simile conveys states of fluid and unresolved identity, whether in the
transitions between human, animal, and divine forms or in the poem’s broader oscillation
between genres and the interplay of fiction and reality.?° Beck (2023) has presented the simile
as a site of constantly evolving narratives that run parallel to the main plot, evolving across
different authors and time periods.?! Purves (2024) has recently investigated the ways in which
simile opens up alternative forms of thought and expression in Homer, particularly with respect
to the body.??> The simile has therefore been increasingly recognised as a site of cognitive and

affective disturbance, rather than a straightforwardly transparent rhetorical device. By

19 Foley (1978).
20'Von Glinski (2012).
21 Beck (2023).

22 Purves (2024)
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positioning similes as sites of conceptual slippage and multiplicity, these studies open up new
ways of understanding ancient texts, offering insights not only into poetic form but also into
how ancient literature engages with ideas of identity, temporality, and relationality.

Importantly, an affinity between simile and queerness has also already been noted.
While the idea of the queer simile has not yet been fully theorized or employed as a critical
lens within Classics, hints of its potential can be found in the works of contemporary poets and
theorists such as the poetry scholar Stephanie Burt and the poet Ocean Vuong. Burt, as I have
mentioned, gestures toward the ways in which simile and comparison can destabilise fixed
categories of identity and meaning. Similarly, Vuong has spoken on the simile as a site that
creates queer kinships and affinities. Yet the potential of interpreting the simile as a queer
figure of speech, and the potential of applying this analytical framework to individual similes
in literary texts to examine their formal instability, resistance to fixed meaning, and alternative
modes of relation, remains underexplored. Rather than focusing solely on what a simile depicts,
I argue that the very mechanics of simile and its capacity to defer meaning, to resist resolution,
and to forge unexpected connections, align with queer modes of thinking and being. In applying
this framework to Classics, my work seeks to extend these nascent ideas, arguing that similes
themselves can be inherently queer, not simply because of their content but because of their
structural and epistemological operations.

Stephanie Burt’s 2014 essay “Like”, as we have seen, poses a fundamental and
interesting provocation: ‘consider an unwritten (so far as I know) but easily drafted essay called
“The Queer Simile””.?* To Burt, ‘the “like” in simile reminds us that we cannot hold on after
all; each wave moves, in sequent toil, and all do contend’.?* In this thesis, therefore, I want to

consider more fully the possibilities of a study of ‘the queer simile’, inspired by Burt’s analysis

2 Burt (2014), 18.
2 Burt (2014), 19.
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of the ‘like’ as expressing an instability in language which points at a lack of fixed identity as
well. Burt’s analysis of simile in “Like” positions it as a fundamentally destabilizing linguistic
structure, one that resists the assertion of fixed identity. She argues that simile inherently
‘denies identity (implies “is not”)’, distinguishing it from metaphor, which asserts equivalence.
While metaphor collapses difference, declaring that one thing is another, simile maintains
separation, emphasizing approximation rather than identity. As she illustrates, the phrase ‘it’s
beginning to look a lot like Christmas’ has an entirely different meaning than ‘it is Christmas’,
highlighting simile’s insistence on similarity without substitution.?

Burt also explores the epistemological implications of simile, suggesting that it
accommodates complexity and contradiction in ways that metaphor does not. The simile, she
argues, ‘can do justice [...] to the vagueness and slipperiness of an object that remains abstract,
or inward, or hard to pin down’.2% She also further considers the grammatical and conceptual
flexibility of ‘like’, noting that it is ‘the only word in English that is both a preposition and an
active verb’.?’” This duality reinforces simile’s status as a linguistic structure that foregrounds
relation and approximation over fixed identity. Burt thus presents simile as a form of linguistic
resistance to the totalizing force of metaphor. While metaphor asserts, simile questions; while
metaphor fixes meaning, simile suspends it in a state of contingency. As she puts it, ‘we can
always decide whether we will use “like™:?® simile thus signals an awareness of linguistic
artifice, a self-conscious engagement with the provisional nature of meaning itself.

More recently, poet and writer Ocean Vuong has also shared his own thoughts on
connections between queerness, metaphors and similes. While many of Vuong’s theories on

poetry and language can be found either within his own poetry or in his essays, in addition to

2 Burt (2014), 17.
2 Burt (2014), 19.
27 Burt (2014), 21.
28 Burt (2014), 22
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this, and perhaps more accessibly, Vuong often and generously shares thoughts and reflections
on his social media accounts. In November 2020, Vuong replied to a series of questions on his
theory of the metaphor, and in doing so, also discussed the simile: to him, in fact, ‘similes
reside under the umbrella of metaphor ’and ‘behave, cognitively, like metaphors’.?’ Vuong
perceives the ‘like’ of the simile as a ‘demarcation’: however, ‘something happens in the act
of reading wherein we collapse the “bridge” and the mind automatically forges synergy
between the two images, so that all similes, once read, “act” like metaphors in the mind’.3°
Vuong thus argues that ‘the poem becomes the theatre in which fixed elements can be
transformed, their borders subject to being dissolved, shifting towards something entirely new’:
fundamentally, in this way, he understands both the simile and the metaphor as enacting ‘a
foundational QUEER praxis of alterity’.3! This is because metaphors and similes allow us ‘to
point at something or someone so different from us, so far from our own origins and say, “Yes,
there IS a bond between us. And if I work long enough, hard enough, I can prove it to you—
with this thing called language, this thing that weighs nothing but means everything to me”’.3?
By recognising the impossibility of language and simile to capture stable meaning, Vuong sees
these poetic tropes as acting in a way that is inherently queer, where the reader is the one in
charge of creating a new meaning and recognising affinities where perhaps, before, there were
none. As Vuong concludes ‘good metaphors, in the end, come from writers who are committed
to looking beyond what is already there, towards another possibility’.33

My study therefore examines how similes, as concrete poetic devices within texts,

function as sites of disruption, transformation, and alternative relationality, and it further

interrogates the critical concept of the simile. By simile, I mean the explicit, formally marked

2 Vuong (2020).
39 Vuong (2020).
31 Vuong (2020).
32 Vuong (2020).
33 Vuong (2020).
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figure introduced by particles such as @¢ or velut. While this thesis takes into account textual
comparisons as well, comparison refers more broadly to the act of juxtaposing or relating
elements, maintaining an explicit distinction between the two terms being compared without
necessarily employing the simile’s formal apparatus. Although the simile has traditionally been
defined by its structural markers, in fact, some critics argue that its underlying cognitive and
relational logic extends beyond these formal signals.** Mack, for instance, has discussed
similes and metaphors as sharing a single ‘deep structure’ of comparison,®> noting how the
relational logic of the simile persists even when explicit markers such as ‘like’ or ‘as’ are
absent, allowing similes to operate within a broader category of figurative comparison while
retaining distinct formal properties. Similarly, Darian suggests that similes may also be defined
by a variety of other comparative markers, proposing that simile encompasses analogy more
broadly and is a pervasive mechanism for constructing relational meaning in language and
literature.’® By attending to both simile and comparison more broadly, then, this thesis can
trace how analogous processes of juxtaposition, relational thinking, and figurative extension
operate both within formally marked similes and across other comparative structures, revealing
continuities in how texts construct meaning, generate ambiguity, and open interpretive
possibilities for queerness to emerge.

While recent scholarship has illuminated how individual similes can unsettle fixed
categories of identity, meaning, and even genre, in fact, the broader potential of the simile as a
queer analytic remains largely unexplored in Classics. Drawing on contemporary poetic and
theoretical insights, I argue that, as a critical framework, the simile’s structural insistence on
approximation, rather than equivalence, aligns with queer modes of thinking, foregrounding

instability, contingency, and the ongoing negotiation of self and other. In looking both

34 See Brogan (1993) for a brief summary of such theories.
3 Mack (1975), 221.
3¢ Darian (1973).
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backward to ancient texts and forward to contemporary queer poetics, my work highlights the
simile as a form that does not simply reflect queerness but actively enacts it, operating as a
mechanism of world-making, speculative possibility, and affective rupture. In doing so, it not
only reconfigures our understanding of epic and classical literature but also situates these texts

within a broader, evolving discourse on queerness, time, and poetic language.

Reading the Epic Canon: Text Selection and Methodological Criteria

Epic has long occupied a privileged and normative position in the hierarchy of ancient genre,
being widely regarded as the apex of poetic achievement and the primary vehicle for cultural
memory and identity.3” Precisely because of this ideological centrality, epic provides an ideal
terrain on which to test how the simile, being an inherently unstable and comparative form,
functions within, and against, the genre’s normative structures. Additionally, the simile is not
simply one amongst many rhetorical figures in epic, and is instead defined as the genre’s
‘master trope’, a defining feature of epic style and thought: extended similes in particular shape
the very identity of epic, and ancient critics consistently treated them as a privileged marker of
the genre. Yet epic’s canonical status and the epic simile’s role as one of the main distinctive
traits of the genre sits uneasily with the simile’s tendency to proliferate resemblances, defer
closure, and open the epic text to lateral and unexpected affiliations. Attending to similes within
epic therefore means engaging with the very mechanism through which epic asserts its
distinctiveness and authority as a genre, while also exposing the points at which that authority
becomes unstable. Simile performs, at the level of language, the same negotiation between
authority and disruption that defines epic’s relationship to its own canonical and yet ever-
evolving tradition. For this reason, my analysis aims to situate the simile and the unstable

moments it generates at the centre of a broader inquiry into queerness and poetic form: if epic

37 For a recent account on the role of epic in Ancient Greece and Rome and after, see Greensmith (2024).
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has long been the most canonical and normative of genres, then the simile, its most self-
reflective device, provides the means to expose the fissures within that canon.

With this conceptual framework in mind, the four primary texts selected for this study
(Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Apollonius’ Argonautica, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses) represent
pivotal moments in the evolution of the epic tradition, each reimagining the possibilities of the
simile in distinct ways. These epics are not equally canonical, nor do they occupy the same
position within the tradition; yet this unevenness in roles is in fact part of their interpretive
richness. Homer’s epics exemplify the genre’s foundational authority, while Apollonius and
Ovid both engage with and unsettle epic conventions from their own vantage points within the
tradition, engaging with tragedy and elegy specifically. Precisely because their canonical status
differs, these texts collectively provide fertile ground for investigating the simile as a
disruptive, reconfiguring force. Their uneven canonisation is methodologically productive: by
comparing highly canonical epics with texts that deliberately unsettle epic conventions, my
study can then trace how similes operate as a site of tension between normativity and instability
when it comes to both genre and form.

As Greensmith shows, the simile’s negotiation between authority and disruption is
made evident in post-classical poetry in particular. Taking Quintus of Smyrna’s Posthomerica
as an example, Greensmith shows how by acknowledging Homer as part of an established
tradition, Quintus simultaneously preserves and transforms that same legacy, making its
internal alterations visible. The poem literalises what Greensmith terms the ‘poetics of the
interval’, exploiting the liminal space between [liad and Odyssey and addressing issues of
literary origins and contemporary style. Crucial to this strategy is Quintus’ deployment of
similes, which operate self-reflexively as a stylistic ‘middle way’ where old and new are

intertwined. Extended similes, Greensmith notes, even act as ‘similes of similes’, embedding
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commentary on the epic tradition itself.*® Kneebone’s study of Oppian’s Halieutica similarly
focuses on the simile’s epistemological role:*® in Oppian’s didactic epic, simile builds
knowledge through continual comparative reference. Extended similes define the poem both
through and against Homeric practice by reversing Homeric norms and thereby transforming
established Iliadic and Odyssean correspondences.

The simile’s self-conscious engagement with its own tradition, then, shows its ability
to structure knowledge and to engage in intertextual dialogue with its canonical predecessor,
while also highlighting the ever-shifting instability inherent in analogy itself. Because of their
relationship with the canon, similes are able to operate as sites of interpretive multiplicity: they
preserve epic authority even as they destabilize it, allowing the genre to reflect on its own
norms, assumptions, and limits. Similes are therefore central to epic’s reflexive negotiation
with its canonical and ideological foundations, revealing the mechanisms by which the genre
asserts, revises, and interrogates its distinctiveness. Yet, while postclassical epic undoubtedly
offers rich material for this kind of analysis, I chose to focus on the Iliad, the Odyssey, the
Argonautica and the Metamorphoses in part because of their canonical status, and in part
because of the interpretive potential that comes with queering such foundational texts, which
have so often been appropriated as paradigmatic sites of normative and foundational
storytelling. Approaching the epic canon and the epic simile through a queer lens means
consciously moving beyond authors, figures, and genres that have conventionally been treated
as more readily available to queer interpretation, and to therefore challenge the assumption that
queerness in classical literature must be located primarily in private, lyrical, or identity-driven
modes of expression. My aim, then, was to disturb the authority of the canon from within,

drawing out queer resonances in passages and similes often treated as paradigmatic, and tracing

38 Greensmith (2020).
39 Kneebone (2020).
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how queerness can emerge at the level of poetic form itself. The prominence of these texts also
makes it easier to trace their reception in contemporary queer poetry, allowing for a more
immediate and legible comparative framework through which epic’s formal strategies can be
shown to generate queer meanings across time, rather than merely reaffirming canonical

authority.

This conceptual framework also shapes my methodological approach: if similes operate
differently across the epic tradition, then attention to their distribution and density provides a
useful context for the selective close readings that follow. For this reason, quantitative data
offers a useful starting point for assessing how a study of the queer simile in epic should
proceed. The number of similes in the //iad and Odyssey in particular, and all epics more
broadly, has long been debated and varies according to the different criteria and definitions
adopted by scholars.*’ For instance, Friedlinder counts 218 in the //liad and 58 in the Odyssey,
whereas Wilkins records 342 and 129 respectively, Friankel registers 399 and 139, Lee 350 and
132, Scott 341 and 123, and De Jong notes roughly 200 extended similes in the //iad and 40 in
the Odyssey. These discrepancies reflect multiple factors: differences in whether short phrases,
divine comparisons, or abstract protheses are included; whether repeated or slightly modified
similes are counted once or multiple times; and the broader methodological distinction between
similes and other rhetorical devices.*! In later epics, Goodwin identifies 79 extended similes
and 50 shorter ones in Apollonius’ Argonautica, totalling 129; while Brunner counts roughly
38 extended similes in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a figure that rises substantially when brief

comparisons and implicit analogies are included. Each poem therefore exhibits distinct patterns

40 See Friedlinder (1853); Wilkins (1920); Frinkel (1921); Green (1877); Scott (1974); De Jong (2001);
Goodwin (1891); Brunner (1966).

1 Green (1877); Lee (1964); and De Jong (2001) in particular have broader discussion of selection
criteria.
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of simile density, distribution, and thematic emphasis: the multiplicity and variety of such
patterns clarifies the scope of this study and underscores the methodological necessity of
focusing on selected examples rather than attempting exhaustive catalogues. Differences in

density, clustering and thematic emphasis can be broadly summarised in the table below:

Epic Text Simile Count Distribution & Thematic Focus

226 (Friedldnder, 1853); 342
Homer, lliad (Wilkins, 1920); 399 (Fréinkel,|High density, especially in battle
1921); 350 (Lee, 1964); 341 (Scott,|scenes; clusters in key narrative
1974); ca. 200 (De Jong 2001). sections.

58 (Friedldnder, 1853); 129
Homer, Odyssey |(Wilkins, 1920); 139 (Frinkel,|More dispersed than in the //iad; often
1921); 132 (Lee, 1964); 123 (Scott,|found in natural, domestic, or
1974); 40 extended (De Jong,|emotional contexts rather than

2001). martial.
Apollonius, 129, of which 79 extended and 50
Argonautica shorter (Goodwin, 1891). Nautical and voyage-related similes

predominate; frequent allusions to
Homeric models; clusters in storm,
battle, and shipwreck scenes.

38 extended (Brunner, 1966). Emphasis on transformation, nature,
Ovid, and desire.
Metamorphoses

Such disparities make evident the rationale for a selective methodology throughout the thesis.
The Iliad is densely packed with similes, particularly in martial contexts, whereas the Odyssey
favours more dispersed, domestic, or emotional imagery. Apollonius’ Argonautica balances
extended and brief similes to navigate narrative and allusive complexity, and Ovid’s
Metamorphoses emphasizes transformation and thematic nuance, with a notable increase in

shorter or implicit similes, used to dramatize metamorphosis itself as a perpetual act of
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becoming. These variations are not merely statistical but conceptual, and reveal shifting
attitudes toward analogy, resemblance, and difference across time.

Glaringly, Virgil’s Aeneid is missing from my selection of arguably the main texts from
Greek and Roman epic. While some of Virgil’s similes would have fit into the different
thematic explorations of simile I conduct in each chapter (similes that concern erotic
imagination, familial relationships, animal kinships, or meta-rhetorical examples of reception
within simile), they were not enough to warrant an entire separate chapter dedicated to the
poem, and the Aeneid itself as a text has not generated many queer receptions and contemporary
re-imaginings. Thus, a chapter on the Aeneid would not have shown new ways of reading the
simile as a queer figure of speech, and would have also not significantly contributed to my
discussion of the simile as a tool to re-imagine classical reception. The texts I chose to focus
on were thus chosen for their canonical status and my interest in disturbing such standing, for
their interpretive potential, for the ways they mutually inform one another, and for the

comparison that can be made between them and contemporary queer poetry.

These considerations showcase how an extensive discussion of all similes within the selected
texts would be both impractical and theoretically counterproductive for the aims of my
research. This thesis will then avoid extensive cataloguing to instead focus on close readings
of selected passages within each text, chosen to show how the simile’s linguistic structures and
conceptual frameworks yield queer potential that is specific to each epic. Focusing on selected
examples makes it possible to explore the simile’s capacity to create moments of interpretive
suspension and resonance, while also providing a manageable framework for comparative
analysis across classical and contemporary texts. Reading the simile queerly, then, means
attending to the ways epic language itself allows for divergence and reconfiguration. In the

chapters that follow, I trace how the tension inherent in the structure of the simile operates
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within each epic, showing that the simile’s formal mechanisms both reveal and enact queerness
as an aesthetic and critical practice, while also providing a lens through which to assess
contemporary queer poetry in dialogue with its classical precedents.

My study therefore selects specific examples to explore how the simile functions as a
site of imaginative and unconventional meaning-making in the Iliad, the Odyssey, the
Argonautica and the Metamorphoses. These texts all contribute to showing the queer potential
of the simile in different ways. As I am exploring not only how the simile can be read as a
queer figure of speech in ancient epic, but also how this potential is explored in contemporary
queer poetry, my selection takes into consideration contemporary receptions of these texts, and
what those receptions can uncover about the role of the simile both as a poetic trope and as a
tool for comparative criticism. The four texts here analysed do not only all showcase the queer
potential of the simile across different ways of expressing desire and identity, but also add to

my exploration of the simile as inviting new forms of comparison and reception.

Chapter Overview

Each chapter of my thesis examines how the simile functions within a different literary and
thematic context, demonstrating its potential to disrupt normative structures and generate new
forms of meaning. By tracing its historical development or its role in classical reception, I am
also interested in how the simile can function as a rhetorical device that can generate new ways
of thinking about queerness across time and space. As Matzner explains, queerness, at any
moment in time, demands a continual renegotiation of the relationship between past and
present.*? What scholarship knows as ‘queer unhistoricism’, and which I will treat in more
detail in Chapter 1, resists both the homogenizing consolidation of historical moments and the

rigid separation of distinct temporal strands, instead envisioning a fluid, shifting web of

42 Matzner (2016), 192.
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connections in which similarity and difference are in constant negotiation. Within this
framework, anachronism becomes a productive force, bending time and forging new modes of
relation. Similes, I argue, operate in precisely this way: as figures of speech that inherently
hold together proximity and distance, they create moments of communion across texts,
traditions, and histories. This thesis thus explores the simile as a dynamic and transformative
rhetorical device, capable of challenging conventional boundaries in both ancient epic
traditions and contemporary queer literature. The order of the chapters has been chosen to
reflect a conceptual progression in how the simile operates as a site of queer meaning-making

and reception.

In the first chapter, I position the simile as both an object of inquiry and a methodological
framework for reading queerness in literature, exploring its potential to disrupt linear time.
Rather than reinforcing stable literary genealogies, I argue that similes create dynamic, non-
linear engagements with the past, offering a model of queerness as fluid and resistant to fixed
categories. Focusing on epic poetry, I demonstrate how similes unsettle conventional narrative
structures and enable transhistorical dialogues between texts. Ultimately, I show that the simile
functions as a queer figure of speech that disturbs, disrupts, and opens new possibilities for
engaging with both antiquity and contemporary literature.

In the second chapter, I analyse the Metamorphoses, where the simile emerges as a
crucial medium for articulating desire. Ovid’s similes blur the lines between fantasy and reality,
creating spaces for imagining alternative embodiments and relationalities. However, the
Metamorphoses primarily employs the simile to express transgressive sexual fantasies rather
than fully realizing its potential for representing the radicality of queer desire. This tension
between the simile’s liberatory potential and the constraints imposed by its cultural context

positions it as both a site of possibility and a reflection of structural limitations. The chapter
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also engages with contemporary receptions, particularly Trish Salah Lyric Sexology Vol. 1
(2014), Kae Tempest’s Hold Your Own (2014), and Cassils’ Tiresias (2013) to explore how
impersonation of characters from the Metamorphoses as a way to articulate desire can serve as
a mode of reclaiming classical narratives through queer reimaginings.

The third chapter turns to the Odyssey, examining how similes disrupt traditional
familial frameworks and illuminate diasporic experiences. Focusing on Telemachus and father-
son dynamics, | investigate how Homeric similes reconfigure kinship roles, moving beyond
rigidly defined familial hierarchies and highlighting connections formed across distance,
displacement, and social dislocation. These similes challenge heteropatriarchal models of the
family by foregrounding emotional resonance, chosen bonds, and relational improvisation,
suggesting alternative ways of imagining intimacy and belonging. Ocean Vuong’s Night Sky
with Exit Wounds (2016) provides a contemporary counterpoint, where similes perform similar
work in rethinking intimacy, lineage, and diasporic relationalities. This chapter thus
emphasizes the simile’s capacity to act as a disruptive force within cultural narratives, aligning
with queerness as an anti-normative mode of kinship, connection, and diasporic belonging.

In the fourth chapter, I focus on the /liad, where animal similes, particularly in relation
to Achilles, complicate human norms by invoking nonhuman experiences. While Homeric
similes frequently maintain a stark binary between predator and prey, they also open spaces for
imagining forms of being and desiring that transcend rigid social constraints. These
possibilities are expanded in contemporary queer poetry, particularly in Donika Kelly’s
Bestiary (2016), where the animal simile is reimagined as a vehicle for fluid, interconnected
modes of existence and kinship. This chapter explores the interplay between classical texts and
contemporary reinterpretations, emphasizing how similes provide a means of articulating
queerness beyond human-centred perspectives, even as they remain embedded in historically

contingent frameworks.
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The fifth chapter examines Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica and its innovative use of
water similes to convey fluidity, transformation, and relationality. Apollonius’ similes, through
their association with water, reflect the temporal and intertextual dynamics of the epic tradition,
linking past and present while emphasizing the instability of meaning and identity. This chapter
draws on Alice Oswald’s conceptualization of water-as-simile ( “Interview with Water”, 2020)
to explore how fluidity operates within poetic structures. Here, the simile is not only a
descriptive device but also a meta-rhetorical tool that draws attention to the epic tradition and
its ongoing reception, as well as interrogates its own function, highlighting its capacity for self-

reflection.

The thesis moves from the most explicit and embodied forms of classical engagement to more
implicit, abstract, and self-reflexive modes of critical comparison. Beginning with Ovid’s
Metamorphoses, the first text-based chapter centres on poetic impersonations of mythological
figures, where contemporary queer poets such as Trish Salah, Cassils, and Kae Tempest take
on classical personas in order to articulate desire and embodiment. This chapter establishes a
mode of reception that is performative, immediate, and deliberately foregrounded. The second
chapter, turning to the Odyssey, explores how similes rework familial relationships, particularly
through intertextual references that Vuong takes up and revises. Here, the engagement with
classical material is still evident, but becomes more thematically embedded, focusing on echo
and reinterpretation rather than direct embodiment. The third chapter on the l/iad traces this
shift further: the simile’s queer potential emerges through imagistic association, especially
through animal imagery that invites nonhuman kinships and fluid identities. In Donika Kelly’s
Bestiary, these Homeric similes serve as a point of inspiration for reimagining queerness
through metaphor and mood, rather than through recognisable narrative or character. Finally,

the chapter on Apollonius’ Argonautica moves to a meta-rhetorical level, showing how similes,
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particularly aquatic ones, reflect on their own function within epic discourse and poetic
tradition. This trajectory thus mirrors the broader methodological arc of the thesis, moving
from overt acts of queer reanimation to increasingly generative and recursive forms of
engagement, where the simile becomes not only a rhetorical device but a conceptual framework
for queer comparative reading.

Together, these chapters reveal the simile as a powerful rhetorical tool that navigates
the tension between similarity and difference within literary texts. Taken as a whole, they also
illustrate a set of diverse critical approaches to studying ancient and modern literature in
relation to one another, demonstrating how the simile, as a critical concept, can inform new
comparative methodologies in classical reception studies. Inspired by the simile’s ability to
create alternative modes of meaning-making, the new comparative approaches foregrounded
in this thesis challenge traditional models of reception, which have often relied on a linear,
genealogical framework, positioning classical antiquity as an authoritative past that later texts
either inherit, imitate, or subvert. The simile, by contrast, as a device that inherently refuses
stability, invites a different kind of reception: one that is recursive, non-hierarchical, and
transformative. As a rhetorical device, the simile generates meaning through both resemblance
and differentiation, forging unexpected connections while resisting fixed identification. In a
similar way, queer approaches to reception unsettle received historical narratives, creating new
relational possibilities across time. Similes not only produce meaning within their immediate
textual context but also extend beyond it, forging links between ancient and modern texts,
between past and present bodies of knowledge, between historical and speculative modes of
thinking. This interplay of resemblance and differentiation, of continuity and rupture, is what
makes the simile such a productive site for thinking about queerness, not just as a thematic

concern, but as a methodology, a way of reading, writing, and imagining otherwise.
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The conclusion of this thesis will reflect on the broader implications of this argument,
considering how the simile’s resistance to closure and fixed identity might inform
contemporary conversations in queer theory, classical reception studies, and literary analysis
more broadly. If similes enact a process of world-making, then they also offer a way of
theorizing reception that moves beyond appropriation or adaptation, toward a more dynamic,
relational model. Rather than treating reception as a passive act of transmission, this approach
sees it as a generative practice, one that continually reinvents and reanimates the past in ways
that speak to the urgencies of the present. By engaging with a wide range of texts, this thesis
ultimately seeks to illustrate how the simile functions not only as a poetic device but as a
conceptual force, and expands our understanding of both classical antiquity and queerness. In
doing so, it contributes to an ongoing conversation about how we read and inhabit the past,
how we forge connections across time and tradition, and how literature continues to shape and

be shaped by the possibilities of queer world-making.

31



Chapter 1: The Simile as Object and Method of Comparison

Introduction

To analyse how the simile acts as a queer figure of speech within epic, I want to establish my
interpretative approach by positioning the simile as both an object of inquiry and a
methodological framework for classical reception and queer studies alike. In this chapter, I
begin by examining the simile’s queer potential, drawing on scholarship from classical and
contemporary literary studies as well as ancient rhetorical theory, to consider how the simile
enables a critical mode of reception that foregrounds non-linear, relational modes of meaning-
making. I next explore the simile’s relationship to temporality, demonstrating how it disrupts
linear time: within its own structure, across texts transhistorically, and as a mode of
comparison. Rather than reinforcing stable literary genealogies, similes generate dynamic, non-
linear engagements with the past, complicating conventional notions of inheritance and
tradition. By foregrounding relationships without collapsing distinctions, similes offer a model
for conceptualizing queerness as fluid, open-ended, and resistant to fixed categories.

I conclude by briefly outlining how this interpretative model informs my reading of
epic as a genre. Because similes play a central role in epic poetry, they serve as key sites of
disruption, unsettling conventional narrative structures and opening new possibilities for
meaning. Instead of adhering to a chronological or genealogical framework, I emphasize the
simile’s role in facilitating transhistorical dialogues between texts, authors, and readers. Each
of the chapters that follows will then bring ancient and contemporary poetry into conversation,
demonstrating how the simile not only shapes literary meaning across time but also functions
as a queer figure of speech: one that disturbs, disrupts, and gestures toward alternative ways of

engaging with both antiquity and contemporary literary practice.
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The Queer Potential of the Simile

The simile has long been recognized as a defining feature of ancient epic poetry, distinguished
from other forms of figurative language by its extended, often elaborate, and clearly marked
structure; and yet its destabilising potential has not fully been explored. An epic simile is
characterized by its starting with an “as” phrase and ending with a “so” expression: simply
stated, a simile is a figure of speech that draws an explicit comparison between two entities,
often introduced by words such as &¢ (as) or ¢ &’ (just as) in Greek, and qualis, ut, or velut in
Latin. The epic simile also generally unfolds into the poem by stretching across several lines.
This expansion allows the simile to function not only as a descriptive device but also as a
narrative and thematic intervention, momentarily shifting the attention away from immediate
action and introducing alternative perspectives. As a result, epic similes complicate the
relationship between resemblance and difference, opening interpretive spaces that resist
closure. This is particularly evident in similes where the comparison between tenor and vehicle
does not exactly correspond. For instance, a simile in the /liad comparing the number of Trojan
campfires to stars on a night sky introduces a shepherd as a figure that finds no correspondence
outside of the simile (/. 8.553-61):!

01 0& P&y PPOVEOVTEG £ML TTOAELOLO YEQVPOG

elato mavviylol, Tupd 6€ cE1G1 KaieTO TOAAGL.

®G 0" 0T &v oVPAVAL AGTPO POEWVTV AUPL GEAVIV

eatver’ dpumpenéa, 6te T EMAETO VIIVEROG OB p

&k T Epavev TAGL GKOTLOL KOl TPAOOVES BKpot

Kol vamar ovpavobey & dp’ dmeppayn dometog aibnp,

mhvta 0¢ €ldeTon dotpa, YEYNOe O T Ppéva TOUNV”

16660 PLeonyL ve®dv nd€ EdvBoto podwv
Tpowv Kaoviov mopa eaiveto TAd01 mpd.

! “Hearts high, they sat in lines arranged for war | all night and burned a multitude of fires, | as when
around a dazzling moon, bright stars | shine in the sky when no wind moves the air— | all the high
lookout points and tall clifftops | and valleys suddenly are visible— | the vast expanse of upper air
breaks open, | and all the stars are seen—the shepherd’s heart is glad— | so many were the gleaming
fires | burned by the Trojans on the plain of Troy | between the ships and streams of River Xanthus’.
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The simile creates an expansive, almost serene image. The battlefield, often a space of chaos
and violence, is momentarily transformed into a peaceful celestial scene, viewed from afar by
a lone shepherd. Yet this simile resists a direct one-to-one correspondence: if the Trojans’ fires
are the stars, who is the shepherd? Scholars have debated whether he represents Hector or
simply an unnamed figure observing from a distance. To de Jong, the shepherd figure
corresponds to the Trojans, > whereas according to Wofford, ‘the shepherd whose heart rejoices
at the bright sky has no analogue in the world of the war’,? and his role as an onlooker is much
more similar to the audience of the poem. This interpretive ambiguity complicates the function
of the simile. While the comparison initially seems straightforward, with the campfires being
compared to the stars, the introduction of the shepherd disturbs this symmetry. Similes can thus
introduce comparisons where the tenor and vehicle do not perfectly align, and where the
slippage between the elements of the simile generates a moment of interpretive instability.
Beyond its formal features, the epic simile is therefore recognized as a site of
interpretive complexity.* In Homeric poetry, for instance, similes frequently introduce
elements from nature, domestic life, or the animal world, juxtaposing them with scenes of
human action. These comparisons do not always clarify or reinforce the primary narrative;
rather, they often introduce alternative affective and conceptual registers, complicating the
listener’s or reader’s perception of events. This duality of stability and transformation within
simile has been a focal point of modern scholarship, leading to diverse interpretations of their

function within the epic tradition. As von Glinski notes, apropos the simile’s function in Ovid’s

2 De Jong (2004), 131.

3 Wofford (1992), 36.

* As Feeney (2014) argues, similes function as a defining element of heroic epic, serving both a
structural and a thematic role in shaping narrative progression. Furthermore, Addison (2001) highlights
the particular richness of postclassical extended similes, describing them as ‘whole fictions in their own
right’ (498). For further discussion of simile within the context of Homeric epic, Latacz and Bierl (2015)
offer a detailed treatment in their Basel Commentary on the //iad, while broader discussions of simile
as a poetic device across different traditions continue to illuminate its complexity as both a literary and
a cognitive phenomenon (Minchin 2001).
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Metamorphoses, ‘the mismatched outside and inside of a person leads to conflicting emotions,
social status, and behaviour, all of them prolonged in perpetuity. The simile’s openness offers
a way to capture such contradictions and explore their meaning’.> Von Glinski’s analysis of
the difference between metaphor and simile mirrors my preoccupation with the simile as a
trope characterized by its openness and deferral of definition, and thus as better suited to
describing the contradictions of queerness. As von Glinski states, ‘the simile deals in the
polyvalence of appearances, with the tension between tenor and vehicle in the simile
illuminating the inherently ambiguous state of metamorphosis. Simile, like metamorphosis,
connects two shapes by proposing a likeness - while retaining the identity of both’.°

Von Glinski’s preoccupation with the openness of the simile is a key starting point of
my analysis. Her study of the simile, of course, emerges out of previous scholarship on the
simile and on the epic simile,” which has developed along multiple trajectories, reflecting shifts
in literary theory and interpretive methodology. Early analyses focused on cataloguing and
classifying similes within ancient texts, treating them primarily as decorative flourishes or
mnemonic devices in oral composition.® Subsequent scholarship, however, has moved beyond
these functionalist readings to explore the simile’s cognitive, performative, and ideological

dimensions.” More recent approaches, particularly those influenced by postclassical theory,

3 von Glinski (2012), 3.

® von Glinski (2012), 8.

" Muellner (1990) comments primarily on the traditionality of Homeric simile, while Martin (1997)
focuses on their role as transitions within the text. Bakker (2005) remarks on similes as a tool for the
poet to communicate with their audience, while Ready (2011) sees it as a method for them to interact
with their characters.

8 This perspective is evident in the foundational work of Scott (1974) and Edwards (1987-1991), both
of whom emphasize the simile’s role in reinforcing narrative cohesion and aiding audience
comprehension.

° Moulton (1977) invites a study of the Homeric simile as part of specific thematic groups rather than
individual cases. Martin (1989) highlights the performative function of epic speech, arguing that similes
contribute to the construction of heroic identity. Taplin (1992) examines the ways in which similes
shape audience perception, particularly in relation to characterization and thematic development.
Minchin (2001) looks at similes from a cognitive perspective.
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have emphasized the simile’s role in intertextuality and reception, foregrounding its function

as a site of dialogue between texts and traditions.'°

Ancient rhetoricians were also already aware of the simile’s potential to unsettle meaning. !!
Discussions of the simile, its distinction from metaphor, and its capacity to disturb rather than
simply explicate are present in ancient literary theory. This is evident in Aristotle’s Rhetoric
where he states: £otiv 8¢ kai 1 gikdv petaopd: dtaeépel yap uikpov (Aristot. RA. 3.4.1).12 To
Aristotle, the simile (gik@dv) is not dissimilar from a metaphor (petagopd): there is very little
difference between the two. While he recognises the simile is meant to avoid ambiguities by
extensively explaining the terms of comparisons, when used in poetry, Aristotle recognizes that
similes are like metaphors in that they always involve two terms in relation to each other: giciv
0¢ kal ai eikoveg, domep ipnron kai €v 101 dvm, ai DS0KILODoUL TPOTOV TIVA LETOPOpal (RA.
3.11.11).13 While the simile is predominantly described as a rhetorical tool meant to clarify
rather than obscure, Aristotle implies, in comparing it to metaphor, that it has a similar potential
to disrupt meaning. In the Poefics, he states (Aristot. Poet. 1457b):'

LETAPOPA O€ £GTLV OVOLOTOG AALOTPIOL é7~u(p0p(‘1 7 &md Tod yévoug &mi £180¢ | md Tod

€ldovg €mi 10 Yévog 1} amd Tod €1d0vg €M €100G T KATO TO AVALOYOV.
The term émpopd, transference, underlines metaphor’s capacity to disturb meaning by calling

something something else. If simile is like metaphor, as Aristotle suggests, it then holds a

10 Hardie (2002) and Greensmith (2020) explore how later poets manipulate and subvert epic similes to
engage with their predecessors, reframing their thematic and ideological implications.

' For a comprehensive discussion of this, see McCall (1969).

12 “The simile also is a metaphor; for there is very little difference’. Text by Ross and translation by
Freese.

13 “Similes also, as said above, are always in a manner approved metaphors; since they always consist
of two terms’.

14 “Metaphor is the application of a strange term either transferred from the genus and applied to the
species or from the species and applied to the genus, or from one species to another or else by analogy’.
Text by Cassel and translation by Fyfe.
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related but distinct potential, not through transference, but through adduction of meaning.
Aristotle’s acknowledgment of the simile’s metaphorical qualities reveals an interpretative
space in which similes, like metaphors, can unsettle meaning and challenge fixed definitions.
By allowing for both resemblance and differentiation, the simile resists the stability of singular
meaning, creating a dynamic interplay between clarity and ambiguity. This tension opens up
possibilities for reimagining categorical boundaries, inviting interpretations that move beyond
rigid distinctions to more fluid and relational ways of understanding language and identity.
Similarly, in the Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian borrows from Aristotle’s description of
the simile and arrives at a similar conclusion (Quint. Inst. 8.6.2-8):13
Nos omissis, quae nihil ad instruendum oratorem pertinent, cauillationibus,
necessarios maxime atque id usum receptos exsequemur, haec modo id his adnotasse
contenti, quosdam gratia significationis quosdam decoris assumi, et esse alios id verbis
propriis alios id tralatis, vertique formas non verborum modo sed et sensuum et
compositionis. [...] Transfertur ergo nomen aut verbum ex eo loco id quo proprium est,
id eum id quo aut proprium deest aut translatum proprio melius est. [...] Totum autem
metaphora brevior est similitudo, eoque distat, quod illa comparatur rei quam volumus
exprimere, haec pro ipsa re dicitur.
Here, Quintilian defines metaphor as a poetic operation in which a noun or a verb is transferred
(transfertur) to a place where there is either no literal term or the transferred (¢tralatum) is better
than the literal (proprium). Transference of meaning is again at the centre of the discussion of

both simile and metaphor; and again, metaphor and simile are themselves compared, with the

primary distinction being that metaphor is a condensed form of simile. While this distinction

15 ‘T propose to disregard such quibbles as in no wise concern the training of an orator, and to proceed
to discuss those tropes which are most necessary and meet with most general acceptance, contenting
myself merely with noting the fact that some tropes are employed to help out our meaning and others
to adorn our style, that some arise from words used properly and others from words
used metaphorically, and that the changes involved concern not merely individual words, but also our
thoughts and the structure of our sentences. [...] A noun or a verb is transferred from the place to which
it properly belongs to another where there is either no literal term or the transferred is better than
the literal. [...] On the whole metaphor is a shorter form of simile, while there is this further difference,
that in the latter we compare some object to the thing which we wish to describe, whereas in the former
this object is actually substituted for the thing’. Text and translation by Butler.
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is largely formal, it also signals a fundamental difference in meaning-making. Quintilian
classifies rhetorical tropes into two categories: those that embellish speech while
simultaneously conveying meaning, and those that serve purely aesthetic functions. As in
Aristotle, the simile is recognized as a device that constructs meaning, yet, when likened to
metaphor, it acquires a secondary function that allows it to destabilize meaning even as it
clarifies.

In both Aristotle and Quintilian, the simile is both likened and opposed to metaphor, as
a trope with a similar and yet more explanatory effect. By noting its similarity to metaphor,
Aristotle admits the simile’s potential to have an effect on language and to disturb meaning and
definition: Quintilian also regards it as an adornment to speech and thus as a change from what
he sees as ‘the natural state of language’.'¢ Similarly, Rowe claims that ‘every trope constitutes
an impropriety’ as it ‘causes a deviation from the proper meaning of the word’.!” This
characterisation of rhetorical tools as altering a supposed natural state of language is again
resonant with many strands of queer theory, where queer is often reclaimed as an alteration of
the natural state of heteronormativity. While Aristotle and Quintilian, and ancient rhetoricians
in general, are somewhat limited in their definitions by the fact that ‘classical theory is further
restricted by the assumption that a term has a single primal meaning’,'® already in ancient
rhetoric there is a sense of the metaphor in particular, but also of the potentiality of the simile,
to adorn language and disturb its natural state, not by changing the meaning of words
themselves, but by introducing surprising relational frameworks between them. In the original

texts, this is signalled by the use of terms such as ém@opd and transferor, both of which indicate

16 Peirano (2019), 39.
17 Rowe (1997), 125.
18 Innes (2003), 14.
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a movement and shift in perception through juxtaposition, rather than a transformation of
individual word meanings.'’

This dynamic interplay between simile and metaphor, wherein simile is positioned as
both an explicatory device and a potential disruptor of meaning, is further reflected in ancient
terminology. A survey of Greek literary criticism reveals that mopafoir| was the primary term
for an extended simile, while eik®v encompassed a broader range of rhetorical figures,
including but not limited to similes.? This distinction underscores the simile’s status as a
marked rhetorical feature within epic poetry, both as an instrument for clarification and as a
device that can, paradoxically, generate ambiguity and complexity. Thus, while classical
rhetorical theory has often framed simile as an explicatory figure of speech, its affinity with
metaphor and its inherent capacity for ambiguity suggest a far more complex role. Ancient
discussions of the simile gesture toward its potential to generate interpretative instability, even
as they primarily emphasize its clarificatory function. By foregrounding the simile’s role as a
site of meaning-making and meaning-disruption, I aim to re-examine its function within epic
poetry and beyond, shedding new light on its capacity to engage with broader conceptual and
theoretical concerns.

The ability of similes to hold disparate elements in simultaneous view, I believe, makes
them uniquely suited for exploring questions of identity, relationality, and temporality: the
simile does not demand that one thing be another, but rather that both be held in parallel,
preserving their differences even as it draws them into comparison. This structural openness
allows the simile to accommodate fluidity and multiplicity in a way that foregrounds

relationality through explicit juxtaposition. Other poetic tropes such as metaphor and

19 See also Serres and Latour (2008) on Hermes as the god of metaphor: ‘Metaphor, in fact, means
“transport.” That’s Hermes’s very method: he exports and imports, thus, he traverses. He invents and
thus is mistaken [...] we know no other route to invention’ (66).

20 Niinlist (2009).
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metonymy also explore complex relationships and can generate open-ended interpretative
possibilities, but they do so differently. As opposed to simile, which keeps tenor and vehicle
separated, metaphor and metonymy both lack the explicit visibility and separation of their
components. Metaphor,?! characterized by referring to a term or terms by way of using another
or others, obscures the distinct boundaries between the tenor and the vehicle, blending them
into a whole.?? Similarly, metonymy, which relies on association or contiguity between terms,
renders the connections between its components implicit and often less immediately
perceptible.?* Both tropes produce rich and proliferative chains of meaning, yet the simile
maintains a clear delineation between its components, offering a distinct mode of open
comparison that preserves difference while inviting connection. While metaphor and
metonymy offer valuable insights into and dynamic experiments with linguistic and conceptual
relationships, their potential for exploration and expression is thus distinctively different from
that of the simile,?* which retains a visible gap between the compared elements and thus allows

for the coexistence of similarity and difference. As Beck notes:?’

2! Though in Homeric scholarship the study of simile has usually overtaken that of metaphor, as shown
by Zanker (2019), contemporary literary studies has mostly focused on metaphor, after Lakoff and
Johnson (1980) and their explanation of conceptual metaphor as holding a systematic set of
correspondence between two domains of experience. As Kdvecses shows (2017), a large amount of
research has been conducted on conceptual metaphor theory (CMT): some of it explores the amount of
knowledge that can be transferred from the metaphor’s source domain (Grady 1997a, 1997b; Kovecses
2000, 2002), the connection between language and visual metaphors (Forceville 2008; Cienki and
Miiller 2008), cultural metaphors and embodiment (Taylor and MacLaury 1995; Yu 1998, 2002;
Musolff 2004), the data needed to back up CMT (Deignan 2005; Pragglejaz Group 2007). See Gibbs
(2008) for an overview of theories of metaphor.

22 For poetic language and its interaction with imagery in classical literature, see Silk (1974). For the
metaphor’s influence on time, speech and thought in Homer specifically, see Zanker (2019). For a
broader discussion on metaphor and the classical tradition, see Boys-Stones (2003) and Gibbs (2007).
2 Matzner (2016) establishes a theory of metonymy as a literary trope based on contiguity, and analyses
it in depth in relation to metaphor (pp. 55-166). For more on differences and similarities between
metaphor and metonymy, see Dirven (2002), Silk (2003), and Allan (2008).

24 Scholarship on the difference between metaphor and simile is large. For a short summary on their
uses and definitions, see Silk (2016). For a concise and informative survey of the various ways in which
simile and metaphor have been theorized in relation to one another, Haught (2013) provides a useful
overview.

25 Beck (2023), 1.
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The simile structure asserts a kinship between two things that come from different
conceptual domains: a warrior is like a wild beast, an ocean wave, or a dead flower. But
each of us must flesh out these relationships for ourselves: How are the two things
alike? How are they different? How does one simile mesh with others to create a simile
world that shapes an epic poem as a whole? [...] A simile differs from a metaphor
because it uses an explicit “like” expression to join the two comparanda and from a
literal comparison because the two comparanda come from different conceptual
domains.
Beck highlights the simile’s unique ability to maintain both separation and connection between
its compared elements, making it particularly well-suited for engaging with questions of
identity and relationality. Her observation that similes require active interpretation from the
audience underscores their openness, rather than imposing fixed equivalences, as they invite
readers to negotiate similarity and difference on their own terms. This capacity for openness
and interpretation underscores the simile’s broader potential, not only as a literary device but
as a mode of thinking that resists closure and embraces multiplicity. By preserving both

similarity and difference, the simile creates a space for fluidity and relationality, allowing

meaning to remain in flux rather than settling into fixed categories.

Recent scholarship on classical texts has also explored the role of the simile not only as a
destabilising force but also in relation to gender roles and identity. Pache’s analysis, for
example, of simile and mourning in the [Iliad, alongside Oswald’s Memorial (2011),
highlights the ‘relationship of biography and simile’ in the text.?® Pache, in particular,
examines how similes often coincide with the brief ‘biographical’ sketches of Homeric
heroes (short accounts of their lineage, achievements, or impending deaths) offering a form
of characterization that deepens the reader’s understanding of these otherwise fleeting
figures. Von Glinski’s focus on simile in Ovid and its capacity to capture transformation

and metamorphosis also places importance on the connections between simile and the

26 pache (2018), 188.
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formation of the self.?” More broadly, recent studies on the role of poetic language in
constructing gender identity, such as Corbeill’s Sexing The World (2015), have also
recognised a complicated relationship between simile, the grammatical gender of its two
terms, and their connection to the biological sex of the tenor and/or the vehicle.?®

Foley famously posed a fundamental question in her still influential article on what
she named ‘reverse similes’: addressing how similes can start from a linguistic term of one
gender only to reverse it in the second term, she asks ‘why are there so many similes with
this consistent change of perspective or reversal of social role in the comparison, and in
particular, what is the meaning of the elaborate images of sexual inversion’.?® To her, the
reverse simile seems ‘to suggest both a sense of identity between people in different social
and sexual roles and a loss of stability, an inversion of the normal’.>* One of the first similes

Foley comments on compares Penelope to a pious king (Od. 19.108-14):3!

3

N Yap eV KAEOG 0VPAVOV EVPVV TKAVEL,

&¢ T€ tev 1 PaciAog auvpovog, 6g te Beovdng
avdpacty €v mtoAroiot Kai ipdipoloy dvioowv
evdwciag avéymiot, épniot 8¢ yoio pélaiva
TLPOVG Kol kpOag, Bpibnict 6& dévdpea kKapmdt,
TiktL &’ Eumeda pijAa, Oadhacca € Tapéymt ixOdg
€€ eumyeoing, Apet®dot 6€ Aaoi VT aVTOD.

Foley comments on this simile as evoking in their comparison ‘an inversion of social role
or a social theme with an equivalent difference of focus or point of view’ *? inserting its

discussion in a broader commentary on reverse similes and how they reflect on gender roles

" Von Glinski (2016).

8 Corbeill (2015), 99.

» Foley (1978), 8.

3 Foley (1978), 8.

31 “You must be | the daughter of a holy king who ruled | a mighty people with good laws; his rule |
made the black earth grow wheat and barley; trees | were full of fruit; the sheep had lambs; the sea |
provided fish, and people thrived’. Text by A.T. Murray and translation by Wilson, unless stated
otherwise.

32 Foley (1978), 7.
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in the Odyssey. While the simile has been read and employed to disturb the gender binary,
as Foley does, no studies have opened up this figure of speech to the explorations of identity
beyond the binary in classical literature, addressing its meaning and value for queer theory
specifically. In considering queer theory as an approach which aims to disrupt binary
definitions by disturbing language and meaning, it becomes apparent how it could provide
a valuable lens for the study of the simile. According to Sedgwick, in fact, ‘queer is a
continuing moment, movement, motive - recurrent, eddying, roublant’*? Noting that ‘the
word “queer” itself means across’ >* Sedgwick seems to find in queer theory and approaches
a disturbance similar to that of the simile in its transferring of meaning, thus making the lens
of queer approaches an extremely productive one for studying the disturbance similes might
produce.

Following this connection between disturbance of meaning and queerness, it is only
right to finally come to a theory of the queer simile. As mentioned in my Introduction, the queer
potential of the simile as a figure of speech is recognised in Stephanie Burt’s “Like”. While
this study will not necessarily make so bold a claim as to contend that all similes in classical
literature can indeed be read as queer, I am interested in the potential that a queer reading of
similes would unlock when looking at epic similes. I thus aim to consider the possibilities of a
study of ‘the queer simile’, inspired by Burt’s analysis of the ‘like’ as expressing an instability
in language which points at a lack of fixed identity as well. Burt’s analysis of simile in “Like”
positions it as a fundamentally destabilizing linguistic structure, one that resists the assertion
of fixed identity. While metaphor asserts, simile questions; while metaphor fixes meaning,
simile suspends it in a state of contingency. As she puts it, ‘we can always decide whether we

will use “like”:*> simile thus signals an awareness of linguistic artifice, a self-conscious

33 Sedgwick (1993), xii.
34 Sedgwick (1993), xii.
3 Burt (2014), 22
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engagement with the provisional nature of meaning itself. As previously mentioned, Vuong
has also argued that both simile and the metaphor enact ‘a foundational QUEER praxis for
alterity’.3® This is because metaphors and similes allow us to establish bonds in spite and
because of differences. By recognising the impossibility of language and simile to capture real
meaning, Vuong sees these poetic tropes as acting in a way that is inherently queer, where the
reader is the one in charge of creating a new meaning and recognising affinities where perhaps,
before, there were none, looking beyond what is already present and towards future
possibilities.

What happens, then, when we look at Vuong’s definitions of the simile as something
‘looking beyond what is already there, towards another possibility’ in temporal terms? It seems
to me that Vuong’s definition of the simile as a queer practice of alterity across identities can
be also considered as a practice of alterity across temporality as well, as I will explore in the
following sections of this chapter. This is not to say that the process is backward looking, or
that we, as modern readers, should learn from the classics, but rather that the simile itself,
through its like, is always operating, both in ancient and contemporary texts, as queer, as a site
of struggle for identity, self-recognition, and belonging. If Burt reads the simile as an inherently
destabilizing force and Vuong frames it as a queer practice of reaching toward alterity, the
classical material offers a compelling and underexamined archive in which these dynamics are
already at play. Foley’s observations on gender inversion in Homeric similes reveal an ancient
poetic consciousness of the simile’s power to disrupt stable roles and identities. The simile has
always performed the work of queerness, of opening identities to comparison, of creating
meaning in the space between, of troubling any easy or fixed equivalence. This thesis, then,

seeks not to overlay a modern theory onto ancient texts, but to uncover a shared poetic logic

3¢ Vuong (2020).
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across them in which simile serves as a site of queer meaning-making, connecting disparate

bodies, roles, and temporalities in ways that resist closure and embrace possibility.

Reception through Simile

Having established the queer potential of the simile, I next want to show how it can inform new
terms, associations, and expectations through which we might approach with the study of the
classical tradition, as well as the fields of classical reception and comparative criticism. The
idea of the classical tradition in particular is often conceptualised as a hierarchical and
chronological process, where the ancient text simply influences the modern one and is therefore
considered as more influential, more original, more important.>’” Models of the classical
tradition thus posit a one-way trajectory of influence, supporting the idea that ancient texts
illuminate the modern, but not the reverse: instead, they seek ‘the source of Western literature
and culture in a classical canon valued as timeless, exemplary, and universally true’.3® The
classical tradition thus often assumes a seamless continuity between classical antiquity and the
modern West, representing such continuity as ‘an objectively true historical relationship
between Greco-Roman antiquity and Anglo-European modernity, between past and present’.?”
By contrast, classical reception studies have challenged this model by insisting on reciprocity:
in this framework, modern texts not only respond to antiquity but actively shape how antiquity

is perceived, interrogated, and reconstructed. The reception paradigm, first articulated by Hans

Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser in the 1960s,* situates texts in three interrelated contexts:

37 See for example Highet (1949), who in his landmark book The Classical Tradition explores all the
ways in which Graeco-Roman literature has influenced and shaped European and American texts.

38 Broder (2013), 508.

39 Ibid.

40 See Iser’s (1960) and Jauss’ (1977) seminal works on reception aesthetics, which together laid the
foundations for the so-called “Konstanzer Schule” (Constance School) and the modern paradigm of
reader-response and reception theory.
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firstly, the historical setting of the text’s initial production; secondly, the reception of the text
by communities of readers in diverse times and places; and finally, the social function of the
text, which could include an exploration of the values and meanings of the text for readers at
the time of the text’s production or during any subsequent period of the text’s reception,
including for today’s reader. In this framework, modern readers and authors are not passive
inheritors of a classical canon, but rather actively engage with, reinterpret, and reconfigure
antiquity, producing new meanings that are historically and culturally situated.

While recent scholarship on the classical tradition offers a more nuanced perspective
than earlier hierarchical models of influence, highlighting that its sheer scope defies ‘any
attempt to establish clear proprietorship’,#! it also insists on its terminology, noting that ‘the
tensions between common and critical understandings of “tradition” are surely one facet of the
study of the classical tradition itself’.*> Though this is certainly true, classical reception and,
more specifically, critical classical reception studies have more explicitly and further distanced
themselves from linear or hierarchical models of inheritance, emphasizing instead a dynamic,
reciprocal process in which modern readers and authors actively engage with, reinterpret, and
reshape antiquity while also learning from and interacting with other disciplines altogether. In
particular, Hanink’s coining of the term Critical Classical Reception Studies addresses how the
discipline of Classics can and should be pushed further by its engagement with disciplines such
as ‘Critical Race Studies, Critical Ethnic Studies, Critical Gender Studies’:* ‘by giving this
work a name that acknowledges the debt to other critical fields — and aspires to alliance with
them’, as Hanink says, ‘we can more fully embrace reception work’s potential to let classicists

be activist scholars, too’.*

4 Silk, Gildenhard, and Barrow (2014), 28.

*2 Silk, Gildenhard, and Barrow (2014), 31.

43 Hanink (2017).

# Hanink (2017). Hanink’s approach has been further advanced by Critical Ancient World Studies
(CAWS), a methodology that moves beyond classical studies’ colonial and Eurocentric frameworks
and seeks not merely to recover subaltern narratives but to dismantle entrenched structures of
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Although this thesis does not claim to undertake activist work, it explicitly positions
itself within the field of critical classical reception, engaging with theoretical frameworks that
extend beyond traditional Classics to encompass queer and other critical approaches to the epic
canon and the epic simile. My analysis therefore starts from critical and reciprocal models of
reception by focusing on the simile as a site where the exchange between ancient and modern
becomes especially legible. By situating similes within both ancient literary traditions and
contemporary queer theory, I propose that they operate as interpretive crossroads: ancient
similes can illuminate modern conceptualisations of queerness, while modern theoretical
frameworks, in turn, open fresh perspectives on ancient poetics. The simile therefore
exemplifies the dialogic movement central to reception studies, where the boundaries between

source and response and antiquity and modernity are continually negotiated rather than fixed.

To discuss models of reception, I want to first turn to examine the temporal operations of the
simile itself, before later returning to how this might reframe our understanding of reception.
When discussing queer receptions of classical texts it is indeed important to consider what
ideas of temporality underlie the notion of simple chronological influences, and how similes,
with their disruptive potential, arguably always operate with a queer temporality instead. This
might seem an exaggeration, yet the verbal morphology of similes almost always differs from
the main time of the narrative, creating complex temporal relationships between the main text
and the temporal plane opened by the simile. A simile in the /liad, for example, compares the
singular event of two armies crashing against each other to the recurrent, cyclical event of two

rivers meeting (/. 4.452-6):%

knowledge; questioning the categories, themes, and epistemological assumptions traditionally taken as
objective and essential within the inherited discipline of classics (Umachandran and Ward, eds., 2023).
45 “The earth was flooded | with blood—as when from two opposing mountains | from mighty springs,
two river torrents, swollen | by winter storms, flow down the deep ravines, | then clash, collide, and
mingle in the gorge, | creating an enormous flood—the shepherd | high on the hilltop hears the waters
roar— | such was the noise of fighting and of screaming | as those two armies met’.
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As Bray notes, this simile presents a stark ‘temporal contrast’:*® the simile not only interrupts
a moment of violence to transport us in a different landscape, but further confuses
straightforward notions of temporality by comparing the fast and violent meeting of the two
armies to a continuous event, the movement of the rivers. As she explains:*’

The traditional opening of the simile contributes to this sense of continuity: ®¢ &’ Ote,

‘and just as when ...’, indicates a timeless, recurrent event. The reference to the torrents

as yelpappot, ‘winter-flowing’, implies that the rivers are swollen every spring by

snowmelt, emphasizing the seasonal recurrence of natural events. The scene might

occur deep in the past, or far into the future, but the sense is that this event has always

happened and always will.
The simile, within the microcosm of the text, can thus stop the time of the narrative, expand it,
push it forward into a different future or propel it back into the past. Similarly, it affects our
own time of reading, perhaps changing our very experience of the text as we move back and
forth from the procession of a narrative (plot-driven or not) into the temporality of this
particular figure of speech. In fact, an added internal effect of the simile, and of its interaction
with time, is how it disturbs the time of reading or listening. This is the case particularly for
epic, where extended similes are many and common. Their length influences the time of
reading and/or listening, thus increasing our self-consciousness of how simile affect

temporality. As noted by Fusillo, the simile fundamentally transcends time: ‘the extended

simile of classical epos is indeed its own thing, and constitutes a definitive pause in the flux of

4 Bray (2022), 30.
47 Bray (2022), 31.
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narration.’*® The simile propels readers into a different spatial and temporal dimension, and
leaves behind the world of the narrative we have so far been getting used to through narration.

The simile can therefore provide a way to think about time as fluid, non-linear, and
multidimensional, resisting a singular linear narrative. This understanding of temporality aligns
strongly with queer theories of time and, crucially, offers a model for rethinking classical
reception, not just as a chronological or hierarchical transmission of influence, but as a more
relational and intertextual dynamic. The simile’s capacity to open multiple temporal planes
within a single moment in the text can also operate trans-historically, allowing later texts to
engage with earlier ones in ways that are dialogic, recursive, and non-linear. Discussing the
epic tradition and post-Homeric poetry, Hunter defines the simile as ‘a marked poetic form
[...] which by its very nature foregrounds issues of similarity and difference, [and] is a very
powerful tool of intertextual allusion and variation’,* as the principal mode through which
poetic crafts and allusions are displayed. He mentions the first simile of the Aeneid as an
example (den. 1.148-54):°

ac ueluti magno in populo cum saepe coorta est

seditio saeuitque animis ignobile uulgus

iamque faces et saxa uolant, furor arma ministrat,

tum, pietate grauem ac meritis si forte uirum quem

conspexere, silent arrectisque auribus astant;

ille regit dictis animos et pectora mulcet:
sic cunctus pelagi cecidit fragor...

8 Fusillo (1985), 327. My own translation.

¥ Hunter (2006), 85.

30 ¢ As when unrest often arises among a great people and the common crowd’s minds turn violent and
torches and rocks are hurled as their rage finds weapons; then, if they chance to see a man whose sense
of duty and whose deeds carry weight, they fall silent and stand by with ready ears, and his words
govern their minds and soothe their hearts. So did all the roar of the sea fall’. Text and translation by
Hunter.
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This simile in Virgil presents a reversal of the second extended simile in the //iad, where the
Achaean troops’ response to Agamemnon’s misguided proposal to abandon the campaign is
likened to a storm at sea (/1. 2.144-9):3!
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While in Homer’s version the assembly in the narrative descends into chaos, Virgil’s simile
depicts a tumultuous assembly that is instead brought under control. The simile is therefore
used as a tool to reflect a trans-historical relationship between the text that both recognises and
subverts the Homeric tradition. The temporal dimension of the simile, both within the text and
across texts, serves as a marker of temporal interplay that disrupts conventional interpretations
and invites a more dynamic understanding of epic. Through such intertextual moments, the
simile as a result emerges as a space where past and present converge, allowing for a reading

of epic that acknowledges its layered temporalities and its potential to unsettle rigid narrative

orders.

This capacity of the simile to bridge different temporal and textual landscapes also underpins
its role in this thesis, where it facilitates the pairing of ancient epic with modern queer
reimaginings. In addition, the simile can also be taken as a strategy of comparison. This has
already been discussed by Hardwick, who takes the simile ‘as a means to explore the interaction

between Greek texts and modern creative literature’,3? using the relationship between Homer

31 “The group was moved, as mighty waves at sea | beside Icaria are roused by Eurus | and Notus, rushing
from the clouds of Zeus, | their father, or when Zephyr blasts thick wheat | and bends the ears with blasts
of boisterous wind— | so the whole crowd was moving’.

52 Hardwick (1997), 326.
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and Derek Walcott as an example. Admittedly, Hardwick’s choice of texts is more
straightforward than my own: Walcott’s Omeros (1990) famously engages, starting from the
title, with both the //iad and the Odyssey in very explicit terms. Yet Hardwick’s model is both
relevant and valuable for the way in which by simile she does not mean ‘a simple likeness’,
but rather ‘a formal element in the poet’s technique’.>3 As she notes, ‘the simile has a structural
role within the work. In both form and content it is also, in a variety of ways, a factor in
generating and transmitting the intertextual relationships between ancient and modern texts’.>*
Fundamentally, ‘the simile becomes [...] a vehicle for the audiences’ reading and
transformation of a text which explores social values and contexts’.>> Hardwick goes on to
argue that the simile, by virtue of comparison, allows audiences to explore and witness
experiences that are not their own, connecting between communities and allowing for a
transformation in perspective within the poems and audiences. She focuses particularly on
Walcott’s reinterpretation of Homer’s cyclops in 4 Stage Version of the Odyssey (1993) and
his consideration of otherness, arguing that by enacting a simile between the two episodes and
twisting the second terms of comparisons in relation to the original Homeric text, he ‘creates a
double consciousness, an awareness that Homeric images, situations and relationships exert a
cultural power and that this cultural power is problematic’.

Hardwick’s theory explores reception through the framework of the simile,
emphasizing not only likeness but also reversal and transformation. Her argument suggests that
similes in modern reinterpretations of ancient texts do more than reference their predecessors:
they actively reshape them, exposing the cultural power and problematics embedded in

Homeric imagery, relationships, and situations. This is particularly evident in her discussion of

% Hardwick (1997), 327.
% Hardwick (1997), 327.
5> Hardwick (1997), 327.
¢ Hardwick (1997), 337.
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Walcott’s reworked similes, which she argues generate an awareness of these tensions. While
Hardwick’s examples are explicit in their engagement with Homer, I propose that modern
similes can interact with ancient ones in ways that are less direct yet equally significant. Rather
than assuming a linear model of influence, as is often the case in reception studies shaped by
Martindale’s Redeeming the Text (1993), I seek to develop an approach that accounts for the
simile’s capacity to unsettle temporal hierarchies.

Martindale’s analysis in Reedeming the Text starts from the conviction that ‘the
interpretation of texts is inseparable from the history of their reception’,’ as proved by the
theoretical studies of critics such as Hans Robert Jauss and Hans-Georg Gadamer, who focused
on the historical embeddedness not just of the text but also of the reader, proving how a literary
work can be understood only if perceived as creating a dialogue between itself and the reader’s
expectations. Martindale’s work therefore draws from reception theory and other thinkers from
the schools of semiotics and post-structuralism in order to prove how ‘meaning [...] is always
realized at the point of reception’.>® His main thesis consists in the belief that a text is always
integrated within a ‘chain of reception’:*” being received and re-elaborated by different authors
throughout the course of history, the meaning of a text evolves with its reception, and can thus
never go back to its original one. From this consideration, Martindale argues that ancient
literature is therefore the most suitable to being analysed with this particular theoretical setting,
as its texts have travelled and been received throughout the whole of history. As he puts it, ‘a
classic becomes a text whose “iterability” is a function of its capacity, which includes the

authority vested in its reception, for continued re-appropriations by readers’.*

57 Martindale (1993), xiii.
58 Martindale (1993), 3.
39 Martindale (1993), 7.
60 Martindale (1993), 28.
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Martindale is himself attuned to the limitations of a teleological or linear model of
reception. In many ways, he inverts traditional chronology by insisting that we can only read
the past through the lens of the present: nevertheless, while Martindale’s model of reception
positions texts within a historical chain, framing their meaning as continually reshaped through
successive reinterpretations, this approach still risks reinforcing a hierarchical structure of
literary influence that privileges chronological succession and direct textual engagement. This
theoretical approach has in turn been widely received, discussed, and critiqued in literary
reception studies.®' Especially pertinently, Holmes points out how reinforcing the idea of the
transhistorical and of the universal value of some texts without critically discussing its value
brings forward an idea of literature ‘whose omissions are conveniently forgotten so that it can
be offered up as a totality to reground the unity of “the classical” as “Western”.%? Despite its
emphasis on interpretative dynamism, Martindale’s framework thus remains vulnerable to
reproducing hierarchies of influence grounded in chronology and direct textual succession.
Similes, however, challenge this framework by resisting fixed points of reference and by
generating fluid, open-ended networks of comparison instead. Unlike a model that situates
meaning within a linear progression of reception, similes operate through associative leaps,
proliferating unexpected connections that are not necessarily bound by historical continuity.

Yet the openness of the simile is tempered by its own formal limits. Unlike metaphors,
which can diffuse indefinitely into their surrounding discourse, similes are structurally finite:
they open with a ‘just as’ and close with a ‘so’, containing their imaginative expansion within
a clearly demarcated frame. Each simile builds a temporary microcosmos whose autonomy is

always curtailed by its inevitable return to the diegesis. Yet this boundedness strengthens,

8 Classical Receptions Journal 5.2 (2013), for instance, is entirely dedicated to responses to
Martindale’s Redeeming the Text. Of particular influence on my analysis are the contributions by Elsner
and Giithenke, and Martindale’s own analysis of his past work, as they all reflect on issues of supposed
‘universality’, historical influence, and the problems of new humanism as a discipline.

62 Holmes (2016), 279.
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rather than diminishes, the interpretative potential of its form: the friction between openness
and closure defines the simile as a site of productive instability that swings between expansion
and containment, alternative and return, imaginative persistence and limited textual duration.
Even as the simile formally closes and the narrative resumes, the alternatives and tensions it
generates do not vanish, and may continue to haunt the diegesis and resonate in the reader’s
imagination beyond the simile’s immediate textual duration. It is precisely in this tension
between formal closure and imaginative expansion that the simile’s critical force lies, revealing
how epic form negotiates, and sometimes resists, possible alternative ways of reading, seeing,
and being.

Through this movement, similes invite new modes of reading that are shaped by
dis/similarity rather than direct influence, producing forms of reception that are dynamic,
recursive, and sometimes disruptive: the simile can then be treated metaphorically as a
conceptual model for comparative criticism and classical reception. Similes hold the potential
for reimagining identity and power structures, and for exploring alternative ways of engaging
with both ancient and modern texts. They do not simply mark a moment of reception; they
create dynamic fields of comparison, allowing for forms of engagement that are not always
structured by direct textual reference. Within epic, similes provide a space for exploring
identity, carrying what I see as an untapped queer potential, one that, while generative, also
remains entangled with the ethical and political limitations of both ancient and modern texts.

My approach to simile as reception thus moves away from Hardwick’s focus on explicit
textual pairings, yet retains her insight that similes open windows onto different worlds, making
space for reinterpretation and transformation. By unsettling traditional notions of reception and
influence, similes carve out imaginative spaces that are not constrained by linear temporality
or hierarchical structures of meaning. Instead, they invite a mode of engagement that is

provisional, associative, and open-ended, as well as modes of reading that resonate deeply with
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queer theoretical approaches to temporality and representation. While Hardwick highlights the
transformative potential of similes in reworking classical texts, and Martindale situates
meaning within a chain of reception, my analysis builds on these perspectives to propose two
intertwined claims: first, that similes within ancient texts themselves can invite queer modes
of reception through their formal and conceptual openness; and second, that adopting the simile
as a critical model allows us to rethink reception as a process shaped by dis/similarity,
multiplicity, and fluid relationality, while also keeping in view their role as poetic devices
within the texts. Rather than reinforcing an authoritative past or grounding meaning in a fixed
interpretive sequence, similes create openings for multiplicity, fluidity, and reinterpretation

across time.

Queer Unhistoricism and Temporality

Having discussed how similes disrupt linear models of temporality and reception, we can now
turn to the ways in which queer time similarly unsettles conventional temporal structures. Just
as similes resist fixed meaning and linear influence, queer time disrupts conventional
genealogies by foregrounding temporal non-linearity and the coexistence of multiple,
overlapping temporalities. If simile enables a form of reception that moves beyond historical
transmission toward associative and open-ended modes of engagement, then queer time offers
a broader theoretical lens for understanding how such disruptions operate. Both frameworks
challenge inherited structures, making space for alternative ways of relating to past and future.
Within classical studies, where time has often been framed as linear and positivist, positioning
Greece and Rome as origins from which meaning flows, this intervention is particularly urgent.
Rather than reinforcing a model of transmission that privileges continuity and derivation, queer

time, like simile, invites us to think in terms of simultaneity, contingency, and transformation.
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By resisting the gravitational pull of an authoritative past, both simile and queer temporality
create openings for fluidity, multiplicity, and reimagination across time.

Linear time carries with it the understanding that difference is constructed on absolute
separation between past, present, and future. This model has been critiqued by many:® queer
temporality has been a significant focus within queer theory over the past two decades,
challenging normative understandings of time as linear and teleological. This reshaping of time
has resulted in fresh approaches to understanding historical and literary connections, moving
past simple genealogies or cause-and-effect relationships. Thanks to this scholarship, literary
reception can now be read not as a straightforward flow of influence, but as a vast,
multidirectional interaction between the past, present, and future. Similarity across time
therefore does not necessitate identity but rather (much like simile) an awareness of the non-
self-identical, the unstable, and the unfixed. As Golderg and Menon put it in an exemplary

way: %

In opposition to a historicism that proposes to know the definitive difference between
the past and the present, we venture that queering requires what we might term
“unhistoricism.” Far from being ahistorical—or somehow outside history—
unhistoricism would acknowledge that history as it is hegemonically understood today
is inadequate to housing the project of queering.

Goldberg and Menon’s concept of unhistoricism challenges the assumption that history, as

traditionally conceived, is capable of fully accommodating the complexities of queerness.

63 Scholars such as Halberstam (2005) have articulated how queer time exists in opposition to the
institutions of heteronormativity, including marriage, reproduction, and familial inheritance, producing
alternative modes of temporality that reject reproductive futurism (Edelman, 2004) and
chrononormativity (Freeman, 2010). This reconfiguration of time has led to new ways of
conceptualizing historical and literary relationships, moving beyond straightforward genealogies or
causal determinism to embrace spectral, associative, and affective linkages across time (Freccero,
2006). Scholars such as Dinshaw (1999) and Muiioz (2009) have explored how queerness manifests
through temporal disruption: for Dinshaw, this involves a queer historical touch that forges affinities
across time, while Mufioz envisions queerness as a futurity of possibility and potential. This ongoing
theoretical discourse invites us to rethink literary reception not as a linear progression of influence but
as an expansive, multidirectional interplay between past, present, and future.

64 Goldberg and Menon (2015), 1609.
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Rather than positioning queerness as something that can be neatly mapped onto a linear
historical framework, where past, present, and future are clearly demarcated. Unhistoricism
resists such containment. This approach does not deny history but instead questions the
authority of historicist methods that claim to offer definitive accounts of temporal difference.
It suggests that history, as an epistemological structure, is itself a product of ideological forces
that privilege continuity, causality, and teleological progression. By contrast, unhistoricism
offers a way of thinking about the past that refuses absolute separation while also rejecting
simple equivalences. It aligns with broader critiques within queer theory that challenge the
assumption that historical continuity necessarily entails identity or direct transmission. Instead
of assuming a stable relationship between past and present, unhistoricism acknowledges the
instability and multiplicity of temporal connections. This resonates with the function of the
simile, which operates by establishing a relation between two terms that are neither fully
identical nor wholly distinct. Much like how the simile invites us to perceive resemblance
without collapsing difference, unhistoricism asks us to engage with the past in ways that
recognize affinity without erasing disjunction.

This conceptual shift has been particularly influential in classical reception studies,
where scholars like Matzner have applied queer theoretical insights to challenge dominant
historicist models of influence and inheritance. To him, time is ‘a complex and shifting web in
which proximity and distance, similarity and difference are constantly (re-)negotiated and in
which changing desires give rise to moments of communion and of forging community’.%
Queer connections are thus ‘brought about by acts of bending time, productive mobilizations
of anachronism, and transitions from temporal normativities into osmotic temporalities’.%¢

Matzner’s articulation of time as ‘a complex and shifting web’ foregrounds the instability of

5 Matzner (2016), 192.
% Matzner (2016), 192.
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temporal boundaries and the ways in which relationships between past and present are
continually renegotiated. His emphasis on ‘changing desires’ as a force that shapes these
connections highlights the affective dimension of temporal experience, and how acts of
reading, interpretation, and identification do not simply recover a fixed past but actively
produce new configurations of meaning. This view departs from traditional classical reception
studies, which often privilege a model of influence predicated on stable genealogies, where the
classical past is seen as a coherent source that transmits its legacy in a linear fashion to the
present. Instead, Matzner’s approach embraces temporal fluidity, emphasizing how acts of
reception are shaped by shifting contexts and subjective engagements.

This framework, I argue, finds an analogy in the mechanics of the simile, which
similarly unsettles temporal and conceptual fixity. Just as Matzner describes queer temporal
relations as moments of communion forged through non-normative movements across time,
the simile operates by establishing unexpected linkages between disparate elements. Similes
generate meaning not through a rigid structure of cause and effect but through a movement of
dis/similarity, in which two things are brought into proximity without collapsing into identity.
This allows for a form of reception that is not strictly historicist but instead engages with texts
through relational affinities and affective resonances.’ Such a framework has profound
implications for how we engage with classical texts. It suggests that rather than viewing
antiquity as a distant, self-contained past that can only be accessed through rigorous historicist
methods, we might instead approach it as something that is continually reshaped by the desires,
perspectives, and imaginative investments of those who engage with it. Like the simile, which
defies linearity by activating associative and provisional connections, queer reception helps
bring these dynamics of to the surface, offering a way of reading that is attuned to openness,

indeterminacy, and the ongoing potential for reinvention.

7 On queer time and affect see Ahmed (2006) and Love (2009).
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In this light, I propose a reading of the simile as a poetic device that allows for a ‘practice of
queer world-making’, defined by Jose Mufioz as the queer expression of ‘the possibility to map
a world where one is allowed to cast pictures of utopia’.%® In his seminal book Cruising Utopia
(2009), Muiioz suggests that many queer performances and reading strategies can in fact be
used to avoid a set temporality, specifically when restricted to the present, and instead present
us with many possible futures and utopian possibilities for queer subjects to inhabit. As he
explains it: ¢
Minoritarian performance—performances both theatrical and quotidian—transports us
across symbolic space, inserting us in a coterminous time when we wit- ness new
formations within the present and the future. The coterminous temporality of such
performance exists within the future and the present, surpassing relegation to one
temporality (the present) and insisting on the minoritarian subject’s status as world-
historical entity. The stage and the street, like the shop floor, are venues for
performances that allow the spectator access to minoritarian lifeworlds that exist,
importantly and dialectically, within the future and the present. [...] These
performances are thus outposts of an actually existing queer future existing in the
present.
This interpretation of queer world-making as allowing for the minoritarian subject to explore
new possibilities and ways of being is how I interpret the simile as acting within the text. Queer
world-making as a mode of resistance that allows the minoritarian subject to explore new
possibilities and ways of being offers a compelling framework for understanding how similes
function within a text. If similes are defined by their capacity to create unexpected connections,
disrupt fixed meaning, and defer closure, then they too can be understood as a practice of queer
world-making. Rather than reinforcing dominant hierarchies of meaning, similes create

relationality without insisting on equivalence, gesturing toward forms of likeness that do not

demand a stable or essentialized identity. The simile’s disturbance of time within the text

68 Mufioz (2009), 40.
6 Mufioz (2009), 56.
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allows the reader to imagine new ways of being for the first term of comparison, positioning
the second term not as an ultimate definition but as a provisional, shifting horizon of possibility.
Similes, then, are not only queer in their refusal of rigid identification but also
minoritarian in their capacity to foreground alternative modes of relation, ones that do not
privilege sameness but instead embrace the generative potential of difference, fluidity, and
transformation. The simile’s disturbance of time in the text further allows for the reader to
imagine new ways of being for the first term of comparison, exploring a second term that is yet
not its ultimate definition or defined by identity but instead by similarity and constant deferral
of a fixed form of being. This, to me, when we look at similes within classical epic, goes hand
in hand with Mufioz’s theory of what he calls disidentification: 7°
Disidentification, as a mode of understanding the movements and circulations of
identificatory force, would always foreground that lost object of identification; it would
establish new possibilities while at the same time echoing the materially prescriptive
cultural locus of any identification. [...] Disidentificatory performances are
performative acts of conjuring that deform and re-form the world. This reiteration
builds worlds. It proliferates “reals”, or what I call worlds, and establishes the
groundwork for potential oppositional counterpublics.
Simile, as a formal structure, mirrors this disidentificatory movement. Within classical epic,
the subject of the simile momentarily steps outside their assigned narrative identity, instead
entering a space of resemblance that does not demand complete identification but rather allows
for slippage, negotiation, and transformation. The function of the simile, marked by /ike rather
than is, resists the closure of absolute equivalence, offering instead a moment of suspended
identity, a resemblance that is always in flux. The role of the simile within epic literature can
therefore be re-thought and re-interpreted through such practices. Through the simile, in fact,

the self can be renegotiated, disidentified, re-assigned and dis/likened: as queer theorist and

writer Preciado says, ‘it is fundamental not to recognize oneself. Derecognition,

70 Mufioz (1999), 30.
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disidentification is a condition for the emergence of the political as the possibility of
transforming reality’.”!

The dynamics of emergence and foreclosure that structure the simile also resonate with
broader literary strategies of the hypothetical and the counterfactual. As Wohl observes,
counterfactual thinking in Greek philosophy and literature operates by momentarily opening
the space of what might have been, even when the narrative ultimately reasserts what actually
occurred.” Such fleeting moments of speculation function much like similes: they gesture
toward alternative possibilities only to fold them back into the dominant order, creating a
rhythm of imaginative expansion and narrative containment. Similarly, Hall identifies within
the Iliad what she calls ‘flashes of prognostic insight’,”® focusing on visions of environmental
trauma that momentarily disrupt the poem’s otherwise extractive vision of nature. These
instances, like similes, puncture the flow of the epic with glimpses of other futures, brief
illuminations that reveal how the form itself accommodates the potential for divergence,
reorientation, and resistance. Reading similes within this larger literary economy of the ‘what
if> highlights their significance for queer interpretation: they stage the possibility of worlds
otherwise, even as those worlds remain transient, imagined, or foreclosed.

And yet, even as those alternate realities disappear from view, even after the simile
reaches its formal conclusion and the narrative moves forward, the possibilities and
dissonances it evokes do not simply vanish: they persist as promissory glimpses in the reader’s
imagination, generating fleeting openings that continue to echo both within and beyond the
diegesis, allowing alternative perspectives, potential worlds, and provisional readings to linger

beyond the simile’s immediate textual frame. The simile therefore embodies both a

disidentificatory and a world-making practice, in its detachment from the main body of the text

"I Preciado (2008), 397.
7 Wohl (2014).
7 Hall (2025).
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but also in its opening the window into new ways of being, thinking and feeling through the
second term of comparison. Just as Mufioz’s disidentificatory performance conjures new ways
of being within and against dominant structures, the simile enacts a similar function, inviting
an exploration of likeness that remains unsettled, resisting finality, and embracing the

possibility of transformation.

Conclusion

As I will show throughout this thesis, the simile possesses a unique capacity to disrupt
normativity and temporality within epic poetry. The interest of this thesis in choosing epic
comes in part from the canonisation of the simile as a figure of speech characteristic of this
genre. It is not an exaggeration to say that similes, and extended and/or Homeric similes in
particular (meaning similes that proceed at length well beyond one single line of the poem),’
are one of the most recognisable features within epic poetry and poetry in general.”> If one
ought to address the simile in classical literature, then, it is almost impossible to do so without
confronting the use of the simile in epic poetry. In her 2020 lecture “Interview with Water”,
which I will discuss in greater detail in Chapter 4 and which broadly addresses issues of
likeness and reflection, Alice Oswald refers to the simile as a figure of speech which ‘moves
in the other direction, instead of reducing one thing to another it reverberates, it proliferates.
Where there is a simile, it’s as if the poem sprouts another whole poem’.”® Oswald’s notion of
proliferation and of the simile as going against reduction contradicts earlier and older appraisals

of the simile as performing simply an explanatory function.

™ The Oxford Dictionary creates an immediate connection between epic similes and Homer as well as
other fundamental poets of the Western canon: it defines an epic simile as ‘an extended simile which
compares one composite action with another, often with a digressive effect; it originates in Homer, and
was imitated by Virgil, Dante, and, in English, notably by Milton. It is frequently parodied by Fielding’.
<https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095754492>

> See for example Joseph (1997) and Feeney (2014).

6 Oswald (2020).
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Oswald’s own work, as noted by Pache in her analysis of both the use of simile in
Oswald’s Memorial (2011) and the Homeric simile more generally, is characterized by
extended similes.”” Pache’s exploration highlights how Oswald’s use of extended similes
prompts a proliferation of meaning, which has led Oswald to reassess the epic genre as a whole,
as expressed in her 2020 lecture “Lines”, coming after “Interview with Water ”. Here, Oswald
understands epic as a genre where a listener or a reader is needed in order to fill out the lingering
silence of poetry: by contrast, as Oswald says, lyric speaks over itself.”® Oswald thus
understands epic as a capacious form, which can be utilised beyond the formal constraints of
the epic form as a genre defined by the hexameter. I find Oswald’s understanding of epic lines
particularly fruitful in a queer theory context: just as the epic genre and its lines require the
listener or reader to fill in gaps, drawing them into a wider social context, queer theory similarly
operates within a social sphere. Queer poetry often engages in a dialogue and exploration of
identity where authors seek to fill out a silence, which is often historical, by untangling the
difficulties of their own identities, and equally require for readers to engage in a similar work.
In this sense, then, I follow Oswald in the idea of treating epic as quite a broad category, one
that brings into discussions ideas of orality, exploration, self-discovery and affirmation in the
public sphere: as Martin notes epic is ‘on the level of ideology a metonymy for culture itself”.”

Following Martin and Oswald, I propose to understand epic as a ‘heuristic tool’ for
interrogation and analysis:%° one that, at its core, unsettles expectations and demands active
interpretive engagement. Epic is not simply a genre of narrative continuity; rather, it is a form
that thrives on disruption and the generation of alternative perspectives. As Macintosh and

McConnell argue, epic tales ‘do not just reflect identity; they create it’.' The texts I examine

"7 Pache (2018)

8 Oswald (2020).

7 Martin (2005), 18,

8 Foley (2005), 2.

81 Macintosh and McConnell (2020), 18.
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each engage with the genre’s capacity for formal and conceptual transformation, demonstrating
its flexibility across time. What remains constant, however, is the way epic generates sites of
instability and reconfiguration, particularly through similes. In their capacity to fracture
narrative, create unexpected relationalities, and introduce moments of conceptual slippage,
similes reveal epic’s potential for reconfiguring perception, self-presentation, and identity.
This, then, is what motivates my choice of epic: its formal mechanisms of disruption, its
embedded structures of estrangement, and its power to generate new possibilities for reading
and comparison across literary traditions.

Within the framework of epic’s formal disruptions, the simile emerges as a particularly
potent site of instability. It operates through a double narrative movement, detaching itself from
the main storyline while simultaneously exposing fissures and opening up new interpretive
possibilities. As a rhetorical device, the simile not only unsettles narrative continuity but also
interrogates the very structures through which identity, including gender identity, is
constructed. If we understand the simile as a tool that disrupts the expected, then we must also
recognize its capacity to generate new ways of seeing and being. By its very nature, the simile
insists on slippage: something is not itself but like something else; what we assume to be A is
suddenly reframed as B. It is this destabilizing potential that makes the simile such a powerful
mode of expression for exploring gender and sexual identity. Like queerness as a theoretical
lens, the simile fractures certainty, expands perception, and gestures toward possible worlds
that might otherwise remain obscured.

By comparing epic to contemporary queer poetry, I wish to show how the simile, which
has been canonised as a figure of speech as part of a normative tradition, can also provide for
queer disidentificatory practices even in canonical texts, and how it has been recently re-
thought as a rhetorical tool that is affirming, anti-normative, and explicitly queer. With this in

mind, I do not intend to only use the reception of epic texts as my starting point in this analysis,
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and therefore will not just work with texts that engage explicitly with epic, but rather also
expand into poems that provide new queer ways to utilise the simile in connections to imagery
that is also prominent within epic. The simile itself, in this way, becomes not only the object
but also the tool and method of comparison: the pairing of modern queer writing and ancient
epic through the simile allows for this poetic tool to be the object of study while also facilitating
the comparison, allowing a poetic form to be like, but not quite the same, another one.

With this thesis, I therefore aim to reveal the simile as a powerful rhetorical tool that
operates at the intersection of similarity and difference, enabling new comparative
methodologies in classical reception studies. As a figure that inherently holds multiple
meanings in suspension, the simile challenges rigid categorization, resisting both strict
identification and complete otherness. This ability to generate resemblance without collapsing
distinction is precisely what makes the simile so vital to thinking through queer temporality,
relationality, and identity. If, as Mufoz argues, queerness exists as a ‘horizon imbued with
potentiality’ rather than a fixed state of being,® then the simile functions in much the same
way: always gesturing toward another term, another way of seeing, another way of being,
without ever arriving at a single, definitive meaning. By analysing how similes in ancient epic
and contemporary queer poetry engage with notions of selthood, kinship, and temporality, this
thesis demonstrates the simile’s continued relevance as a site of poetic experimentation and
conceptual innovation.

The simile’s ability to create alternative modes of meaning-making is especially
significant in the broader discourse on classical reception. Traditional models of reception have
often relied on a linear, genealogical framework, positioning classical antiquity as an
authoritative past that later texts either inherit, imitate, or subvert. However, the simile, as a

device that inherently refuses stability, invites a different kind of reception: one that is

82 Mufioz (2009), 1.
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recursive, non-hierarchical, and transformative. Just as the simile refuses to settle into a fixed
identification, queer reception of classical texts unsettles received historical narratives, creating
new forms of relation across time. Similes not only produce meaning within their immediate
textual context but also extend beyond it, forging links between ancient and modern texts,
between past and present bodies of knowledge, between historical and speculative modes of
thinking. Let’s now explore how this interplay of resemblance and differentiation, of continuity
and rupture, makes the simile such a productive site for thinking about queerness, not just as a

thematic concern, but as a methodology, a way of reading, writing, and imagining otherwise.
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Chapter 2: Fantasizing through Simile: Transgressive Desire in Ovid and

Beyond

Introduction
“Trans women poets: raise your hands if you have written poems about or in the voice of
Tiresias? Although I’m not sure if there are enough trans poets AND trans poets who have
written Tiresias poems to call them a commonplace, I will cop to having written a few’.! It is
with these words that Zoe Tuck opens her review of Trish Salah’ Lyric Sexology Vol. 1 (2014),
a collection of poetry whose author utilizes various archives, from the fields of sexology,
anthropology, and psychology, to illustrate different dynamics of trans identities, connections,
and stories. Given that the story of Tiresias (Met. 3.316-38) and their (multiple) gender
transformations appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses along with comparable myths that similarly
hold gender fluidity at the centre of their narrative,? the Metamorphoses, as a poem on ‘forms
changed into new bodies’,® has consistently been a source of inspiration for queer artists across
history, and has generated a variety of scholarship on gender transformation, sexual identity
and queerness. As such, it should follow that the Metamorphoses would present itself as the
most obvious epic poem from which to extrapolate the inner workings and characteristic of
what I have defined as the queer potentiality of the simile.

And yet, despite the thematic richness of gender fluidity and transformations
throughout the Metamorphoses, similes are mostly completely absent from those specific

myths in Ovid’s telling, such as the stories of Iphis and Caenus, on top of Tiresias and

"'Tuck (2014).

2 Hermaphroditus (Met. 4.285-415), Iphis (Met. 9.666-797), and Caenus (Met. 21.146-535).

3 The first line of the Metamorphoses states Ovid’s intention to sing about transformation: In nova fert
animus mutatas dicere formas corpora (1.1-2). Translation by von Glinski (2012, 2). Von Glinski’s
translations, when available, focus on highlighting the process of transformation in the Metamorphoses,
particularly when it comes to simile and the separation between tenor and vehicle.
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Hermaphroditus. This absence may be thought to present a challenge to the expected analysis
of the queer potentiality of the simile, especially if approaching the text with the intention to
establish connections between similes and what could be identified as queer characters in the
Metamorphoses. Observing the distribution of similes within the text, it instead comes to light
that similes abound in the Metamorphoses particularly in episodes that pertain to sexual
violence and assault. To find the queer potential of the simile in the Metamorphoses, then, it is
necessary to move away from the common casting of Ovid’s epic as a queer text just by value
of its topic and focus on transformation. Instead, by analysing selected examples of simile in
the Metamorphoses, and how they relate to sexual violence and erotic desire within the text,
this chapter aims to reveal the simile’s role as a tool for phantasmagoric imagination, which
allows characters to sustain a level of contrafactual imagination alongside a developing plot.
In the Metamorphoses, the bipartite nature of the simile allows for the concealing of
transgressive desire on the plane of the factual narrative, while making it possible on the plane

of erotic fantasy.

An exemplary illustration can be found in the story of Apollo and Daphne, a myth in the
Metamorphoses not only seminal for its fame,* but also as the first episode of sexual violence
in the text. In Ovid’s version of the myth, Apollo sees Daphne in the woods and immediately
burns with desire for her. Ignoring her vow of virginity, Apollo runs after the nymph to force
her to have sex with him. Distraught, Daphne prays to her father Peneus to take away the beauty
that made Apollo so attracted to her. Listening to her prayers, Peneus transforms Daphne into
a laurel tree. Yet even in this condition, Apollo is still infatuated with her. He appropriates the

tree as a new symbol for himself, making the myth an aetiological explanation for the

* The myth can also be read as programmatic for the rest of the work and as a destabilization of canonical
notions of epic (Mader, 2008).
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connection between Apollo and the laurel leaves (often used to signify, especially poetic,
victory). The following passage describes the moment when Apollo decides to make the laurel

his personal symbol (Met. 1.553-67):°

hanc quoque Phoebus amat, positaque in stipite
dextra

sentit adhuc trepidare nouo sub cortice pectus,

complexusque suis ramos, ut membra, lacertis

oscula dat ligno, refugit tamen oscula lignum,

cui deus ‘at quoniam coniunx mea non potes esse,

arbor eris certe’ dixit ‘mea, semper habebunt

te coma, te citharae, te nostrae, laure, pharetrae.

tu ducibus Latiis aderis, cum laeta Triumphum

uox canet et uisent longas Capitolia pompas;

postibus Augustis eadem fidissima custos

ante fores stabis mediamque tuebere quercum.

utque meum intonsis caput est iuuenale capillis,

tu quoque perpetuos semper gere frondis honores’.

finierat Paean; factis modo laurea ramis

adnuit utque caput uisa est agitasse cacumen.

Ovid’s account of Apollo and Daphne shows a fundamental ambiguity between narrated and
internalised simile. When Apollo seizes the newly transformed Daphne, he clasps the limbs as
if they were still flesh (ut membra, 1.557-8). The ut clause invites the audience to register the
comparison explicitly, yet within the fiction it marks Apollo’s refusal to recognise the change
that has taken place. He acts “as if”, a formulation that collapses perception and denial into the

same gesture. The simile is therefore embedded in Apollo’s delusions, as the poetic voice

mediates between Apollo’s fantasy and our awareness of its impossibility, turning the simile

> “Tree though she was, Apollo still loved her. Caressing the trunk | with his hand, he could feel the
heart still fluttering under the new bark. | Seizing the branches, as though they were limbs, in his arms’
embrace, | he pressed his lips to the wood; but the wood still shrank from his kisses. | Phoebus then said
to her: ‘Since you cannot be mine in wedlock, | you must at least be Apollo’s tree. It is you who will
always | be twined in my hair, on my tuneful lyre and my quiver of arrows. | The generals of Rome shall
be wreathed with you, when the jubilant paean | of triumph is raised and the long procession ascends
the Capitol. | On either side of Augustus’ gates your trees shall stand sentry, | faithfully guarding the
crown of oak-leaves hanging between them. | As I, with my hair that is never cut, am eternally youthful,
| so you with your evergreen leaves are for glory and praise everlasting.” | Apollo the Healer had done.
With a wave of her new-formed branches | the laurel agreed, and seemed to be nodding her head in the
treetop.” Text by Tarrant and translation by Raeburn, unless stated otherwise.
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into the hinge between vision and touch, illusion and fact. Later in the scene, when Apollo
declares, utque meum intonsis caput est iuvenale capillis | tu quoque perpetuos semper gere
frondi honores (1.664-5), he moves from acting as if Daphne were flesh to speaking as if she
could mirror him in arboreal form. Here Apollo himself overtly voices and articulates a simile
that binds human and vegetal states through analogy rather than through transformation,
becoming a maker of likenesses. Yet his speech also exposes the violence of this creative act:
Daphne is compelled to resemble him, to bear perpetual honours that are a sign of his desire.
The space the simile opens up here positions transformation as the product of a gaze that insists
on resemblance even where none should exist.

Arguably, in fact, Apollo does not succeed in fulfilling his wish in this myth. He does
not manage to rape Daphne, who is transformed before he can get to her. Yet in this passage,
two similes express the fulfilment of sexual desire: Apollo grabs the branches of the tree as if
they were still human arms (conplexusque suis ramos ut membra lacertis, 1.555), and then,
after his speech, looks at the moving leaves and thinks they are nodding and agreeing with him
(laurea ramis | adnuit utque caput visa est agitasse cacumen, 1.566-7).° Apollo is acting as if
Daphne was still a nymph, therefore partially satisfying his sexual urges towards her on a
phantasmagoric plane of existence, enacted through simile, where Daphne remains as she was
before. Not only that, but his fantasy goes further: the moving laurel leaves are to him a nodding
head, and thus Daphne agreeing to his desires. The passive voice, uisa est (1.567), only
intensifies the imagined nature of Daphne’s positive response.” Through simile, Apollo

actualises his erotic desires, taking control of both Daphne’s body and her imagined consent.

¢ Daphne’s metamorphosis presents a typical process of transformation where tenor and vehicle of the
simile are both in a sense literal. More about the literalisation and reification of language in Ovid can
be found in Barkan (1986), Kaufhold (1993), and Matzner (2020).

"Humpbhries’ translation (2018) emphasises this side of Apollo’s delusions: ‘The laurel, stirring, seemed
to consent, to be saying, yes .
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The text makes clear that what we are reading is Apollo’s erotic imagination. At the
beginning of the passage, Phoebus... sentit (1.553-4) underlines that the episode is seen through
Phoebus’ eyes, and coloured by his desires. As the second simile (1.566-7) comes likewise
right after Apollo’s speech, it, too, lends itself to being read as continuing the perspective of
Apollo’s viewpoint. Thus, even if this part of the myth is narrated in the third person, we can
find signs that suggest a focalisation of these similes as, effectively, from Apollo’s point of
view. Focalised through Apollo’s eyes, these similes become a conduit for his erotic desires
and their transgressive nature, to the point where his fantasy casts Daphne as consenting to her
own violation. The bipartite nature of the simile reveals an affinity to the structure of
transgressive desire by way of both keeping transgressive desire hidden on the real (literal)

plane of the narrative, while actualising it on the (imagined) plane of erotic fantasy.

This distinctive ability of the simile to hold together both realities and not-(yet)realities not
only sheds new light on the sustaining power of the imagination and of erotic fantasies within
the Metamorphoses, but it also positions the simile as a versatile toolkit for imagining different
potentialities. By bridging the gap between the real and the imagined, the simile emerges as a
dynamic literary device that transcends mere description, becoming instrumental in the
exploration and representation of diverse forms of desire and identity. In the Metamorphoses,
this imaginative flexibility acquires a distinctly metamorphic charge. It is within this interplay
between imagination and change that the Metamorphoses locates the full power of
resemblance, showing how likeness itself becomes a mode of transformation, a way of
rehearsing the possible before it is made real. The simile in fact underlines the text’s
preoccupation with the tension between resemblance and transformation, between the
ephemeral echo of likeness and the permanence of change. As a formal and imaginative

mechanism, the simile both participates in and resists this logic of metamorphosis. Each simile
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creates a fleeting alignment between unlike things, enabling a momentary suspension of
difference that stops short of full transformation, and by doing so, mirrors metamorphosis’s
process of becoming while also holding it in suspension. If metamorphosis renders change
irreversible, the simile then rehearses that change as a temporary reconfiguration of identity
through likeness rather than through alteration. Ovid’s movement between the figurative and
the transformative reveals a poetics of change that is sustained by a poetics of comparison: the
Metamorphoses thus puts into discussion what it means to be ‘like’ something else, and
whether such likeness is a product of imagination, desire, or perception. The simile, then,
becomes a testing ground for transformation itself, a space where resemblance anticipates or
even initiates the act of becoming other.

Not all transformations in Ovid’s poem are framed by similes, but when they are (as in
the case of Daphne) they often act as a precursor to metamorphosis, anticipating in language
what is about to be embodied. The capacity to be likened, to be seen, imagined, or spoken as
something else can therefore mark a character’s susceptibility to transformation. By contrast,
figures such as Tiresias, whose identities already hinge upon doubleness and ambiguity, are
excluded from simile because they embody the comparative logic that the simile performs.
Ovid’s investment in likeness thus always shows not just its formal side, but also its affective
element. The simile’s power to suspend difference and conjure potentiality extends into the
realm of desire, where comparison itself becomes charged with longing, projection, and
transgression. Moments of resemblance often mark the threshold between vision and violation,
between imagining and possessing. As this chapter unfolds, I will closely examine in what
capacity the simile can momentarily engage readers with subversive desires and relationships
within the context of the Metamorphoses. Often, these similes are designed to provoke
discomfort, distress, and contemplation in the reader, challenging them to grapple with the

concept of transgression and everything that it carries, be it negative or positive, or both. Ovid’s
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similes are not just stylistic flourishes but deliberate, calculated choices that guide the reader
to pause and consider the deeper, often unsettling emotions and desires of the characters.
Appreciating and attending to this dynamic allows us to see the simile as more than a literary
device that adds vividness to a scene; instead, it becomes a powerful tool for delving into the
complex realms of desire and imagination. As I will argue by analysing the episodes of Apollo
and Daphne (Met. 1.438-567), Salmacis and Hermaphroditus (Met. 4.274-388), Tereus and
Philomela (Met. 6.401-619), and Cinyras and Myrrha (Met. 10.298-502) specifically, the
Metamorphoses brings into focus the simile as a possible conduit for erotic fantasies, especially
when they pertain to violent sexual desires. Here, the simile functions as a tool for
phantasmagoric imagination, and allows characters to dream about and imagine their
transgressive sexual satisfaction, which is often brought to completion through sexual violence.

This analysis of similes and erotic desire in Ovid’s Metamorphoses allows us to see
how the simile’s distinctive linguistic structure and conceptual framework is fundamental to
its ability to bridge the gap between actuality and possibility. This ability of the simile, I argue,
is what distinctly contributes to its pronounced queer potential. Having established the simile
as a poetic trope that acts as a conduit for sexual fantasy in the Metamorphoses, this chapter
aims to analyse how it can be a conduit for politically radical forms of fantasy in contemporary
queer writing, particularly if we turn to the so far under-appreciated connection between simile,
role-playing/impersonation, and sexual fantasy, which appears to be one of the most appealing
affordances that render the simile particularly attractive to contemporary queer artists and
writers.® To do so, I analyse simile and its connection to impersonation in three works that are
inspired by or engage with the Metamorphoses: Trish Salah’s Lyric Sexology Vol. 1 (2014),

Kae Tempest’s Hold Your Own (2014), and Cassils’ Tiresias (2013). While in Ovid the simile

8 The connection between role-playing, performance, and fantasizing has long been noted in queer
studies, for example in Mufioz’s concept of disidentification as a practice of world making (Mufioz,
1999).
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becomes a conduit for transgressive desire over an object, contemporary queer writers, [ argue,
take simile as impersonation as an opportunity to explore radical fantasies about their own
embodied subjectivity, ultimately repurposing it for queer liberation and self-expression, and
showing how the simile’s capacity for transgressive fantasy carries forward into queer modern
poetry as a means of negotiating, reframing, or even inhabiting the ambivalences of desire and
harm. When examined as introducing the same movement of dis/similarity as the simile does,
the technique of impersonation can reclaim part of the radical edge that identity-based
approaches have taken away from queer politics and queer theory, as I have explained in my
Introduction. This chapter therefore not only emphasizes the multifaceted role of simile in both
classical and contemporary contexts, revealing its capacity to evoke and sustain complex
imaginaries, but also underscores its significance as a toolkit for exploring and articulating

diverse forms of desire, identity, and queerness within literary texts.

Gazing and Fantasizing through Simile

A crucial distinction for reading Ovid’s similes lies in determining whether they belong to the
narrator’s discourse or to a character’s own speech and perception. The poem continually tests
the boundary between narrated comparison and spoken or imagined analogy. Some similes are
clearly authorial, while others emerge from within the minds of the characters, as projections
of desire or attempts to interpret the transformations they witness. This shifting focalisation is
essential to understanding how Ovid’s similes operate as acts of seeing and moments in which
vision and language converge. When a character “speaks” or “thinks” a simile, the poetic
function of likeness becomes an affective event. Conversely, when the narrator frames a
metamorphosis through simile, the reader is positioned within that unstable imaginative space.
The simile in Ovid thus becomes a diagnostic tool for identifying where perception, desire, and

narration intersect. Before turning to a more detailed analysis of erotic fantasy and similes in
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Ovid, it is therefore first important to explain my conceptual framework in selecting which
similes to comment on, and whether those similes are a reflection of authorial intention, or
rather a character’s internal thoughts and desires. As Libatique suggests, in the Metamorphoses,
‘a distinction must be drawn between simple narrator-text that focuses on a character and
complex narrator-text that depicts a scene through a character’s eyes’. ° This narratological
approach is particularly apt for understanding the dynamics of gazing and desiring in Ovid's
text, as it allows us to delve into the nuanced interplay between narrative perspective and the
portrayal of erotic fantasies and violence. By focusing on complex narrator-text similes, which
vividly depict scenes from characters’ subjective viewpoints, we gain insight into how desires
are constructed, perceived, and expressed within the narrative fabric of the Metamorphoses.
While predominantly narrated in the third person by the overarching narrator, these focalised
similes offer a glimpse into the intricate dynamics of erotic fantasy and desire, and it is through

this lens that we can discern what the simile accomplishes as a poetic device.

In selecting focalised similes, the physical act of looking is the main indicator of whose desires
are being displayed in the text, and it is also often the first step to introduce the plane of erotic
fantasy. As noted by Salzman-Mitchell, in the Metamorphoses there are at least three types of

gaze at play: 1°

First, there is the gaze of the characters who literally look. Second, when internal and
external readers construct a phantasia from a narrative they hear or read, they are
endowed with a mental gaze. Third, there is the gaze of the internal and external authors
that is previous to the creation of visual images whether in art or text. These gazes are
not to be taken only as physical, concrete ways of looking; they also involve metaphoric
conceptions of seeing like knowing, realizing, and understanding.

? Libatique (2015), 72.

10°Salzman-Mitchell (2005), 5. Another important discussion on the multiplicity of gazing and visions
that the Metamorphoses allow is found in Feldherr (2010). Here, Feldherr argues that Ovidian fiction
creates a ‘double vision’, where humans are seen both through a human lens by Ovid as narrator and by
other characters, and through the lense of the larger cosmos Ovid created, thus assuming a different
standing in comparison to the gods and others. This, as Feldherr notes, is also achieved by an ‘emphasis
on visual cognition as the mode for human appraisal of themselves and their world’ (125).
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When it comes to erotic fantasy in the Metamorphoses, the ‘gaze of the characters who literally
look’, as my examples will show, often needs to be analysed as part of a gendered dynamic,
where ‘the male gaze is acting, controlling, and penetrating’.!! Discussing the gaze in ancient
epic, Lovatt also comments on what she calls the ‘assaultive gaze’, defined as ‘looking at
someone with the intention of committing violence against them’.!> Inspired by Mulvey’s
seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975), both Salzman-Mitchell and
Lovatt include voyeurism as part of their analysis on the (violent) male gaze. In the
Metamorphoses, the voyeuristic gaze is important for an analysis of how the act of looking and
erotic fantasy operate within the text: often, one must be looking at something before they can
fantasize about it or imagine it as something else. This act of looking is not a passive
observation but an active engagement that transforms the seen object into a vessel for erotic
fantasy. The voyeuristic gaze therefore often serves as a catalyst for the imagination, allowing
characters and readers alike to project their desires onto the observed.

This same concept of the voyeuristic gaze has been central to feminist scholarship on
Ovid and is foregrounded in Richlin’s influential study “Reading Ovid’s Rapes” (1992).
Richlin’s work critically examines the intersection of gender, power, and violence in Ovid’s
narratives, highlighting the ways in which the act of looking and the resulting erotic fantasies
are gendered and often violent. In the article, she cautions against approaches that treat fantasy
as detached from social reality, warning that rape should not be read merely as metaphor or
aesthetic device. For Richlin, ‘reading Ovid’s rapes as figures of the artist’s predicament
dodges the questions of why rape is the figure of choice and what its effects might be on its

audience’,!? foregrounding instead issues of complicity, spectatorship, and gendered violence.

! Salzman-Mitchell (2005), 23.
2 Lovatt (2013), 311.
3 Richlin (1992), 132.
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Her insistence on asking ‘what of the women in the audience’ underscores the extent to which
the gaze itself cannot be assumed to be neutral and/or ungendered. '

Richlin’s reading as well as many other feminist works on Ovid are oriented towards
providing a way to resist the violence in the text.!> While this is a valid, useful, and necessary
way of reading the Metamorphoses, 1 want to focus on one subtle but important characteristic
of how Ovid discusses violence and sexual violence. Despite how predominant sexual violence
is in the Metamorphoses, for all of Ovid’s interest in abuse and coercion, as Richlin notes, the
rapes themselves, that is, the acts of sexual penetration, always happen ‘off-screen’.!¢ This dual
nature of sexual violence in the Metamorphoses, characterized by voyeuristic gazing and
fantasizing coupled with the titillating omission of concrete acts, leads to the realisation that,
in the text, the act of raping and sexual penetration is effectively transferred to the imaginative

realm. Understanding whose gaze we are aligning with (the omniscient narrator’s or the

4 Richlin (1992), 132.

15 Scholarly discussion of sexual violence in Latin literature has changed and evolved throughout the
years. While some scholarship on sexual violence and the general treatment of women in Ovid focused
on the representation of such violence (see for example Hallett, 1973; Peradotto and Sullivan, 1984;
Cahoon, 1988; Nagle, 1988; Wyke, 1989; Wyke, 1995; James, 1997; Segall, 1998; Gibson et al., 2006;
Labate, 2006), other and more current studies emphasize more explicitly the political and cultural
meaning of such episodes. In 1994, the conference ‘Violence and Power: An International Symposium
on Rape in Antiquity’ sought to examine against whom was rape defined as a crime, and what was the
relationship between consent and coercion in the classical world. Studies like Omitowoju’s Rape and
the Politics of Consent in Classical Athens (2002) have attempted to survey and catalogue episodes of
sexual violence in classical texts, according to the status of the victim and that of the perpetrator, and
more. More current scholarship has moved away from focusing on defining what is and what is not
considered rape, and adopted a more contemporary approach to the topic, seeking not to define sexual
violence in the ancient world, but rather to analyse violent sex acts in their context. In Revisiting Rape
in Antiquity (2023), for example, Deacy states her intention to ‘move away from the concern [...] around
determining a typology of “rape” and “sexual violence”, [...] to explorations of the contexts in which
violence can become sexualized’. This discussion has lately taken on a (re)new(ed) urgency due to more
and more public and political conversations on consent and sexual violence: see, for example, Salzman-
Mitchell (2005), Greene (2010), Glendinning (2013), Gloyn (2013), Fabre-Serris (2018), Freas (2018),
and Sharrock (2020), only a few examples of texts explicitly dealing with Ovid’s rapes in their actual
violence and horror. The challenges of how to teach texts depicting sexual violence have also inflected
discussions of how to teach Ovid: see for example Libatique’s “Ovid in the #MeToo Era”, presented at
the 150" SCS Annual Meeting at a panel named “Ovid Studies: The Next Millenium”, or Sharon and
Sanjaya, both in From Abortion to Pederasty: Addressing Difficult Topics in the Classics Classroom
(2004).

!¢ Richlin (1992), 132.
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desiring characters’) is therefore vital in unpacking how these fantasies are constructed and
whose desires are ultimately being fulfilled, and in uncovering the layers of erotic fantasy
woven throughout Ovid’s narrative. Sexual violence, then, is both enacted and concealed by
the text: it becomes an act which both fashions pleasure and keeps it in an imaginative,
undisclosed realm. In the Metamorphoses, as 1 will show, the actualisation of sexual violence,
real or imagined, is often not simply realised within the text but is instead conveyed and

portrayed through the bipartite nature of the simile.

In analysing this role of simile in the Metamorphoses,'” I am inspired by von Glinski’s Simile
and Identity in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (2012), a text which highlights simile as a key that
unlocks new interpretative pathways, particularly in the realm of how characters’ identities are
constructed and perceived, and which provided a shifting point in Ovidian studies.!® Von
Glinski underscores simile as a transformative tool that not only enriches poetic language but
also plays a fundamental role in shaping characters’ identity and perceptions within the
narrative fabric of the text. Claiming that ‘it is profitable to look at simile as a key to the poem
that opens new avenues of interpretation’,'® von Glinski analyses different episodes from the
Metamorphoses to question ‘how [identity] is construed and undermined, and what role
likeness plays in its formation and perception’.?°

Against the backdrop of previous studies on figurative language in Ovid and classical

literature more generally,?! von Glinski’s main thesis hinges on the premise that metaphor,

17 And the simile more generally, as seen in Chapter 1.

18 Other studies on Ovid have been more focused on metaphor and metonymy. See Pianezzola (1979),
Rosati (1983), Barkan (1986), Lateiner (1990), Schmidt (1991), Tissol (1997), Hardie (1999, 2002,
2004), Kamil (2022).

1 von Glinksi (2012), 3.

20 yon Glinski (2012), 2.

2l von Glinski rejects previous models of reading the simile in epic like Lonsdale (1990) and Hansby
(1970) as too systematic for a poem as ever-changing as the Metamorphoses. She also moves away
from previous studies of the simile in Ovid (Brunner, 1966; von Albrecht, 1999